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Chapter One
The old gardener led his apprentice through the courtyards at the heart of the sultan’s palace. Bent and stooped, he leaned on a cane of cedar wood, carved with strange writing and symbols, occasionally using it to point to an upper limb that needed pruning, or to gesture at some strange sign on a flower or vine that indicated too much water or too little, a need for enriching with manure or fish offal. He knew all the plants by name, and occasionally remarked on the medicinal or nutritional value of what looked to the younger man merely ornamental.
The young man, in contrast, asked questions that betrayed his ignorance of the gardens. A careful observer might have wondered how he’d secured the position. Here in the south, where the desert sun was a hammering fist, a position working in the shade of the sultan’s gardens, with their cool fountains and bubbling courses of water, was a choice offering indeed. Most master gardeners used slaves for the harder labor and trained their own sons as apprentices, but this master was clearly too old to be the young man’s father. His grandfather, perhaps?
In truth, the young man was scarcely paying attention to his elder’s lectures. Instead, he was studying and trying to memorize the inner courtyards and arcades of the palace. Each one looked similar to the last, and the palace was a vast and confusing maze. Slender fluted columns supported the passageways, and the arches, constructed of alternating red and gray bricks, were decorated with curious symbols chiseled into their surfaces. Occasionally, when he passed from one courtyard to the next, the young man removed a piece of white chalk from a pocket in his robe and used it to make a discreet mark.
The old gardener was never looking as the young man made these marks, but always took note. And when there were others in the courtyard or arcade, be they slaves, harem girls, or even one of the dark-skinned tattooed mages of Marrabat, the old man would do or say something to draw attention to himself instead of to his young companion.
The palace grounds weren’t flat, but stretched up the hill at the center of the city. Lookout towers reached skyward along the outer wall, and if scaled would have provided a view of all of Marrabat, but the gardeners didn’t climb them. Instead, they kept picking their way further and further up the hill, deeper and deeper into the palace. It took on an unkempt appearance as they climbed. Some of the walls up top were crumbling under prying fingers of vines. The fruit trees were tangled and overgrown, their fruit small and withered. The roots of trees buckled the flagstones beneath their feet.
At last the old man stopped. He looked around, took note of the faded red doors in the chambers that surrounded the courtyard.
“Abandoned, most of them. The others hold slaves. We’ll find an empty one and make do with it.”
The young man was still feeling unsettled, but trusted his companion’s judgment. He pulled back the hood of his robe, and the instant he felt the sun on his face, it was as though he were waking from a dream, except that he could feel magic evaporating off him like water poured over a baking hot stone.
“Well, that was unusual,” Darik said. “I thought I really was a gardener. I couldn’t figure out why I was such an idiot. I had no idea what you were talking about, all that stuff about plants and feeding the soil.”
Markal grinned. “When it comes to gardens, I suspect you are an idiot. My old master would have sentenced you to a month weeding his vegetable garden until you’d done your lessons.”
“I’m a merchant’s son. Spells and numbers are fine, but I can’t keep all those plants straight.”
“Don’t dismiss herbalism—it’s an important part of your magical training.”
“I suppose I’d rather be a gardener than a goat,” Darik said.
Crossing the mountains a few weeks ago, Darik had changed into a goat—well, a half-goat—and suddenly weeds and thistle had seemed like the tastiest things in all of Mithyl.
Markal held up the staff. It shimmered in his hand, and then it was a slender blade in a sheath of deer leather, carried with them since the mountains where they’d taken it from an abandoned griffin tower. He had changed it into the staff before they were searched at the palace gates. Now he handed the sword to Darik. “You’ll want to hide this somewhere.”
“Why not in our rooms?”
“The sword stinks of magic, and will for several days. That won’t matter much here in the open air, but we won’t want it accumulating inside, where we’re sleeping.”
Darik couldn’t detect a thing, but his nose for such things was weak compared to that of the wizard. He looked around and spotted a dry fountain beneath a pair of date palms. Leaves and rotting dates filled the bottom, what looked like months, or even years, of debris. It would be a safe place to hide the weapon.
He told Markal what he was thinking, then asked, “Is it safe to cast a spell to protect the sword from rust?”
“No, don’t use any magic. Anyway, we’re in the desert now, and the leaves will be dry as sand.”
Darik wasn’t so sure. Something was watering all these trees. While he was looking up at the palms, a monkey came scampering across the top of the wall behind them. When it got to the end, it climbed a few feet up the edge of a ruined tower of red stone, then took a flying leap into one of the date palms. This disturbed several large birds that had been roosting in the tree, and they flew away, squawking and scolding. One bird with red and green tail feathers and a long, curved beak circled the courtyard three times before swooping over the walls and down the hillside into the palace.
Darik flinched at the noise. “You’re sure we’re safe up here?”
“We’re not safe at all,” the wizard said cheerfully. “The palace is crawling with wizards. Some seem quite powerful, in fact. I can sense that mage I tussled with on the Tothian Way. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were the head of this order, he was so strong. And then there are all the wards and traps for the unwary that we came across in the palace. Do you remember that wall of geometric tiles?”
“I’m not sure,” Darik admitted. “I don’t think so.”
“Not surprising—I led you to the other side of the courtyard when I saw it. There was a rune of detection there cleverly hidden in the pattern. I almost stumbled in front of it, and then we would have been caught out. That one was meant for us, in particular. Someone who is expecting us. Probably the Betrayer, himself.”
This was alarming. It had been two weeks since Darik’s brief struggle with Chantmer on the Tothian Way when the enemy wizard and his protector had come out of the Desolation. Markal insisted that he wasn’t the same Chantmer the Tall who had raised a mud gurgolet in the Battle of Arvada, that he was still suffering the effects of his near death, but the more time that passed, the more that would change. No doubt Chantmer could crush Darik’s feeble magic now, and when he’d regained all his strength, he’d be more powerful than Markal as well. And that wasn’t taking into account all of the tattooed wizards.
“You weren’t expecting it to be safe, were you?” Markal asked. “We’ll be lucky to get out of here alive.” 
“I don’t see how we expect to defeat Chantmer here, when we couldn’t manage it two weeks ago.”
“Maybe it’s too late for that.” Again, Markal didn’t sound particularly upset. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t spy around. What we can do is figure out what Chantmer is up to. Will he be working for Sultan Mufashe and his mages, or is he using them?”
“Using them,” Darik said. “Chantmer is only concerned about the glory and power of Chantmer. If he has to throw in with the dark wizard himself, he’ll be happy to do so.”
Markal shrugged. “Anyway, this business with Sultan Mufashe and the khalifa’s sister opens intriguing possibilities for us.”
Darik and Markal had been two days in Marrabat since arriving with the caravan of traders on the Spice Road. The day after their arrival, a second, more impressive party had arrived in the city, this one from Balsalom. In an attempt to secure the alliance of Marrabat and the Sultanates, the khalifa of Balsalom, Kallia Saffa, had arranged the marriage of her beautiful older sister Marialla and Sultan Mufashe. There was now a sizable contingent of Balsalomians living within the palace.
Darik and Markal hadn’t spotted any of the Balsalomians yet, but surely Marialla would have guards and possibly even wizards in her retinue, these being loyal to the princess and to Balsalom in turn, and thus friends and allies of Darik and Markal.
“Go on, hide your sword,” Markal said. “We’ll check these chambers and see if we can find one that hasn’t been taken over by foxes or bats.”
“What about Memnet’s orb? Don’t you need to hide that too?”
Markal gave a long-suffering sigh that reminded Darik of his childhood tutor when the man had been exasperated at his poor concentration. “I thought I explained that. If the magic is intrinsic to the object itself . . . ”
“Oh, yes.”
Feeling foolish, Darik took the sword and turned toward the dry fountain. The key was to pile debris over the sword in a way that didn’t make it look as though it had been recently disturbed. He was bending over the fountain with the weapon in hand when a flash of color and movement caught his eye.
It was the bird with the curved beak and the red and green tail feathers that the monkey had chased out of the tree earlier. It swooped over the courtyard and landed on the edge of the fountain opposite Darik, where it cocked its head and gave the young man a suspicious look.
“Go on, shoo.” Darik waved his hand.
Since studying under Markal, his ears had grown much more sensitive to sounds, to the point where he could hear unguarded voices whispering behind stone walls, or Daria’s slow, steady heartbeat when the young griffin rider was sitting next to him. But he didn’t hear the man approaching. It was only Markal’s sudden, hurried movement that alerted him.
He turned to see Markal with the clear glass orb in his right hand, facing a tall figure standing beneath the archway that led into the overgrown courtyard at the rear of the palace. It was Chantmer the Tall, the Betrayer. The one who had slaughtered so many of his own forces in the battle against the dark wizard, even Nathaliey Liltige, the second most powerful wizard of the Order of the Wounded Hand, and all to feed his personal vainglory.
The bird lifted with a heavy flap of the wings and flew over to perch on Chantmer’s shoulder. The wizard’s spy, Darik now recognized. It had been watching them, hidden, until disturbed by the monkey, when it must have flown off to warn Chantmer.
Darik drew his sword and moved swiftly to Markal’s side. Chantmer cocked his head, not unlike the bird, wiggled two fingers on his left hand, and said, “Graves qua plomum.”
The slender griffin rider’s sword suddenly felt as heavy as lead in Darik’s hand, and slippery, as though it had been rubbed with butter. Startled by the unexpected magic, he lost his grip, and the weapon clattered to the ground. He bent for the sword, but struggled to pick it up as it seemed rooted to the stone.
Markal lifted the orb and began to chant in the old tongue.
“Put that away,” Chantmer said, his tone arrogant and aloof. “There is no need for one of us to die.” 
 
 



Chapter Two
Chantmer could barely contain his fury to see his former companion in the Brotherhood holding the stolen orb. Chantmer had recovered that orb from the Desolation of Toth at great personal cost, had spent uncounted hours over the course of two years coaxing it back to life so it could hold his magic. Then, during the battle in the Citadel, Markal had stolen it and twisted it to his own use.
“Thank you,” Markal said, wearing a familiar smug look of self-righteousness. “You’ve saved us the trouble of hunting you down.”
The orb pulsed with white and green light. Chantmer could sense tremendous stores of untapped power within the glass sphere, and even though Markal’s own weaknesses would bleed energy as he called it forth, there was more than enough to destroy Chantmer. Nevertheless, Markal kept the power simmering at the top of the orb, like a kettle just below boiling. The spell he’d been conjuring died on his lips.
“I told you,” Chantmer said, forcing himself to be patient. “Put that away, or one of us will die.”
“One of us will die, Betrayer. That much is true.”
“If you cast a spell, you’ll alert the Mages of Ink. They’ll find you here and destroy you.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
Meanwhile, Markal’s apprentice fought off the spell Chantmer had cast in his direction. That spell hadn’t changed the nature of the sword, only Darik’s perception of it, making it feel simultaneously heavy and slippery. The young man whispered some spell of his own, which dissolved Chantmer’s illusion. A few months ago he wouldn’t have given the former slave any more attention than he’d pay a biting fly, but Darik had given him trouble during their skirmish on the Tothian Way. He kept a wary eye on the boy.
Chantmer was still weak, but he’d certainly regained enough of his strength over the past several days to crush Darik if he wished. One of the tattoos inked into his skin would break every bone in the boy’s body, and he was tempted to call it forth to get the troublesome meddler out of the way. But if he did that, he’d never stand a chance of turning Markal to his purpose.
“Are you so proud that you won’t listen to me?” Chantmer asked.
“I’m listening,” Markal said.
Chantmer cast an irritated look at the orb. “Then put that away.”
“Send away the bird first.”
Chantmer had almost forgotten about the bird perched on his shoulder. It was one of the whistler birds kept in cages as pets throughout the palace, so called because they mimicked the men who led donkeys through the streets of Marrabat, whistling a tune that brought the thirsty out of their homes to buy refreshing pomegranate or citrus juice. Because they were egg thieves and carrion eaters, the whistlers had a keen sense of smell. Chantmer had simply trained the bird to recognize Markal’s scent and then taught it a particular call to make.
Other than that, there was nothing particularly magical about the bird, and it pleased him that Markal didn’t know that.
He brushed the bird from his shoulder. It flew away, whistling that it had pomegranate juice for sale. Somewhere in the palace a small child would be perking up hopefully.
“The bird is gone, now put away the orb. Good. Now tell your apprentice to put down his sword before he injures himself.”
They obeyed, but both of them kept a wary eye on Chantmer. He enjoyed their unease, and it reminded him that he was still powerful and dangerous, even though so often these days he felt like a weak, crippled version of the wizard he had once been, a man capable of raising a gurgolet, a flying beast of bone and mud strong enough to do battle with a dragon.
“How goes the war?” Chantmer asked. “Has your warrior king met his death yet? And your khalifa given birth to the monster she carries in her womb?”
Darik growled at this and Markal narrowed his eyes. “Speak your mind, Betrayer. We have no time for this.”
Chantmer gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “You have all the time in the world. I’m the one who is short of time. Tell me, do you know of the sultan’s betrothal?”
“We know about the princess,” Markal said.
“And the king? The former king, I mean—Daniel.”
“Yes.”
Markal was evidently not going to give up any information. Chantmer decided to try the younger man. “What about the girl? Are you protective of her?”
Darik stiffened. “What girl do you mean?”
“Is there more than one? The daughter of King Daniel, of course. Or is she the whelp of King Whelan? It’s a rather convoluted situation, after all.”
Markal masked his expression, but Darik relaxed. He’d been thinking of some other girl, some giggling young thing that had caught his fancy, no doubt. Beyond that, his confusion told Chantmer everything he needed to know. He allowed himself a smile.
“Oh, so you didn’t know that Sofiana was in Marrabat. That means you didn’t know that Sultan Mufashe was going to marry the child.”
“Oh, you’re talking about Ninny,” Darik said. “That’s ridiculous. She’s only twelve years old.”
“Thirteen as of a few weeks ago. But yes, it is an unseemly and disgusting intention. I would warn Daniel, but the situation is delicate. The sultan holds power in the south. Whether his armies are friendly or hostile will have a great impact on the outcome of the war. If Daniel learns the truth, he is likely to behave badly, and we simply must have an alliance between Marrabat and Balsalom.”
“You seem suspiciously concerned with the war,” Markal said, “given that you almost single-handedly lost it for us.”
Chantmer felt a cool sort of anger at this outrageous suggestion. “I did not. I have always been and will forever remain an enemy of the dark wizard. As soon as I return to my rightful place at the head of the order we will surely defeat Toth once and for all.”
Markal and Darik made scoffing noises at this.
“You don’t have to believe me,” Chantmer said. “Those issues can resolve themselves later. We only need to work together for the moment.”
“How do you mean?” Markal asked.
“There are a few things we can agree on. First, the sultan must not touch Sofiana. And for practical reasons, having her out of Marrabat will facilitate Mufashe’s marriage to Princess Marialla instead. That would be advantageous for Balsalom and the war.”
“I will agree to that,” Markal said, warily.
“Why are we talking to him?” Darik burst out. “You know we can’t trust him. He killed his own wizards.”
“Be quiet when your betters are speaking,” Chantmer said.
“Don’t tell me what to say, Betrayer.”
Again, he could barely refrain from casting one of his spells to silence the insolent fool. Fighting the temptation, he turned back to Markal. “And would you agree that removing the girl from Marrabat is more important than our personal conflict?”
“So send her away,” Markal said. “Tell Daniel if you have to, but get her out.”
“Ah, if only it were that easy.”
Two male slaves came trudging into the square. They were thin, with lean, rope-like muscles, and faces, hands, and robes streaked with black. The stench of camel dung radiated from them. These men worked in the cellars beneath the kitchens, shoveling dried dung into furnaces to heat the ovens. Those ovens cooked the bread and meals for over two thousand ministers, servants, harem girls, eunuchs, slaves, palace guards, and other residents of the vast palace complex, and they had an almost insatiable appetite for fuel. With wood so scarce in the southern deserts, most of that fuel consisted of animal dung.
The words of a spell came to Chantmer’s lips, but Markal beat him to it. The slaves, who had lifted their tired faces to stare, frowning at the three unexpected people in the overgrown gardens, now found other things more interesting to look at. In a moment they had opened the door to one of the humble chambers lining the square and disappeared.
Chantmer turned his back on Markal and Darik and paced toward the dry fountain. He didn’t like any of this business, from how he was forced to work with Markal and his young, callow apprentice to the scheme that was coming together in his mind for using a child to achieve his objectives in the palace. Those objectives were of critical importance, or he would have chosen something more dignified. And no doubt Markal would behave in his typical sanctimonious way if he knew the truth.
“The problem is one of the sultan’s eunuchs,” he said when he returned to where the other two waited. “He is a cunning, wicked man.”
“And you know all about those things,” Darik muttered.
Chantmer ignored him. “He does the sultan’s bidding and has gathered most of the harem himself. The eunuch has no carnal desires himself, but seems to recognize Mufashe’s strange tastes, and buys or coerces women and girls from all across the sultanates. This eunuch has been shadowing Sofiana, and when I’ve tried to get the girl alone, it has only made him more wary.”
This was all true, if perhaps disingenuous. It had been a relief when Faalam turned his attentions to the girl, as it gave Chantmer the freedom to travel through the palace with minimal scrutiny. But it had also thwarted Chantmer’s attempts to eliminate Faalam from the palace entirely. He seemed to have some sort of magical ability himself and eluded any snares that Chantmer set.
“I won’t be able to remove the eunuch,” Chantmer continued, “but I believe I have the means to distract him long enough for others to slip the girl out of the city. Those others can’t be anyone from Princess Marialla’s retinue. They are known and would fall under immediate suspicion. But the two of you could do it and take her back to Balsalom where she’ll be safe.”
“I see,” Markal said.
“Surely, we’re not going to be so gullible as that,” Darik told Markal.
“You need proof that Mufashe intends to add the girl to his harem?” Chantmer asked. “Would you like a personal confession from the sultan himself?”
“I don’t know if he does or doesn’t,” the boy said, “but this is an obvious ploy to remove us from Marrabat.”
“If I wanted to remove you from Marrabat, I would simply alert the palace to your presence. Maybe I told my bird to do that already, did you think of that? Maybe even now, thirty guards with spears and scimitars are rushing up here.”
The boy started, but Markal still looked thoughtful. “So we take the girl away. What then?”
“When you return from Balsalom, we’ll talk,” Chantmer said. “We both want to defeat the dark wizard, and you’re a fool if you think King Whelan will overthrow him with force of arms alone. At best, his army will bottle up Toth in Veyre until spring, and then those of us with true power in this land will be called upon to finish matters.”
“Wizards, you mean?” Darik asked.
“So we travel the entire length of the Spice Road and back again,” Markal said. “That will take weeks. Meanwhile, you remain in Marrabat, gaining strength.”
Chantmer hardened his voice. “That will happen whether you want it to or not. I am stronger than you, Markal, and always will be.” He rolled up his sleeves to show the other wizard the tattoos of snakes and fire salamanders, words in the old tongue and ancient runes, that entwined his arms. “I already carry more strength than you can imagine.”
“And what about the Order of the Wounded Hand?” Markal asked. “Have you forsaken that path?”
“You drove me out!” Chantmer turned away. He stared at the vines that crawled up the far wall, working their roots into the mortar to crumble it away, and waited until he’d regained control before he turned back around. “Anyway, I can call on the strength of the wounded hand as I like, and I can draw up the power of these mages, as well.”
“A man who serves two masters gives his devotion to neither,” Markal said.
“Maybe so, but my faith has always been stronger than yours. If you don’t believe me, take out that orb you stole and test me.”
Some of this was bluster, but it had the desired effect. Markal stared at him for a long moment, seemingly undecided. Darik, for his part, stood with the sheath in one hand and his other hand on his sword hilt, as if itching to draw the weapon and take a swing at Chantmer’s head. The instant he did so, Chantmer swore that the boy would die.
He’s no longer a boy. Don’t underestimate him.
Markal was nothing if not practical, and at last he sighed and held up a hand to urge his young companion to calm down.
“Very well, Chantmer the Betrayer, we’ll help you remove Sofiana from Marrabat. And then we will have our reckoning, you and I.”
“Chantmer the Tall. That is what they call me. I don’t much care for your other title, and if you insist on using it, we will have trouble.”
“You are a proud and arrogant man.”
“And you have no dignity. You are a petty, simple-minded fool.”
Markal glanced at Darik, and the two of them shared a look of disgust. Then Markal turned back to the other wizard. “Very well, Chantmer the Tall. What is your plan?” 
“It must happen tonight. If we wait until tomorrow, the sultan will have taken the girl to his bed.”
 
 



Chapter Three
Roderick woke to a nasty shout and a lash across his back. Dogs barked and snarled, and their odor was everywhere, together with other smells that overwhelmed his senses: horses, steel, sour sweat, blood.
He stumbled to his feet, blinking in confusion. The sun stood overhead, but it looked as though a gray curtain lay in front of his eyes. Roderick felt his head, remembering nothing for the moment but the arc of a war hammer toward his skull and a blinding flash of light. A groove ran along his skull beneath the hair, but otherwise his head was whole.
I am dead, he thought. My skull was caved in like a crushed egg. 
“Hah!” a man’s voice said. “He wakes.”
Roderick blinked and looked back toward the voice. Four men stood above him. Everything came back to him. He had died when the deathless enemy attacked his Knights Temperate on the Old Road. His men had fought valiantly; he remembered Darik fighting desperately toward him, Hob shouting for him to pull back. Then, what? He’d been slain by a crushing blow to the head.
And after that he’d suffered a terrible nightmare. Some of it, he now realized, had not been a dream. A man had whispered an incantation to keep his soul bound to his body, and then another man had branded him with a hot iron, some ancient cartouche of power. He’d risen, struggling against his captors, and they’d fastened a skull mask to his face. And then he’d fought his own men, the Knights Temperate he’d sworn to lead and defend. He would have slaughtered them to a man, dragged them into his same nightmare, if not for the attacking griffins, led by the young flockheart, Daria.
Now, he stood in the midst of camp on the dry foothills below a looming range of mountains behind them.
The men laughed and cracked braided whips in their hands. Behind them, another man struggled with a rope that held back a dozen collared mastiffs. The dogs snarled and barked and fought against the rope and each other. Their eyes bugged out and slather dripped from their muzzles. Roderick wondered what madness or magic possessed the beasts.
They stood on a dirt trail that led down from a forest of scrubby oak and thorny brambles. Bits of dripping, melting snow clung to the branches of the trees, and frost coated the rocks on the ground. The woods and underbrush stood high enough to prevent Roderick from viewing their extent. He was barefoot, but the cold had not yet begun to penetrate his feet. Only rags covered the rest of his body, which otherwise felt whole and strong.
“Welcome to our company, my captain,” the first man said. Irony dripped off his voice. 
He was a tall man, built much like Roderick, with a two-handed sword over his shoulder, and he wore a helm with the stag of the House of Crestwell on the brow. Roderick had seen this man before, on the road to King’s Crossing before the Battle of Arvada. His skin was gray, and there was something hollow and dead in his gaze.
Roderick could not yet take this in, because he was still shaking off the cobwebs of his waking nightmare. He had killed two of his own men. His hand went to his face to feel for the skull mask. He felt nothing but his own skin.
“The mask was an expediency,” the first man said. “It gave us temporary control so you wouldn’t do something foolish. Now, your true training begins.”
Roderick was stronger now, more alert. Anger stirred deep in his breast. “The Harvester take you all.”
Two men lashed out with whips, driving Roderick to his knees. The young man hissed. “You will not say that name again. Not now, not ever.”
Roderick looked around at the group. They were all gray faced, their stares hollow. It was a mixed band of dark-skinned warriors from the south, the more olive complexions of the khalifates, and pale-skinned knights from Eriscoba. Several others lay bound and bloody on the ground, their eyes closed. Roderick recognized them as men from his own company. Two of them were the men he’d killed himself. But if they were dead, why were they bound as if they might escape?
“Who are you?” Roderick asked the man who’d spoken to him.
“You don’t remember me?” A smile. “You will now. My name is Pradmort. I am the leader of these men, and your captain. We exist only to serve our lord and master. We are Toth’s ravagers.”
Ravagers. The word meant nothing to Roderick, but it sent a chill into his bones anyway. He started casting around for a weapon to seize so he could fight his way clear.
Pradmort let out an unpleasant grin. “You may still harbor illusions that you control your own soul, but that will change soon enough, I promise.” He glanced at the dead men lying bound on the ground, then turned to the other ravagers. “Roderick is the strongest and will be a captain in our king’s army. We will break him first.”
“You’ll never break me.”
Pradmort stared at him through narrowed eyes. “Think of this training as something like the Ordeals of the Brotherhood and you will not be far wrong.” He twisted the whip between his hands. “Remember this. You will be captain some day—thus has our lord decreed—but for now I am your master, and you will answer to me.”
Roderick clenched his teeth and held the other man’s gaze.
Without warning, the four men lashed out with their whips. The ropes caught Roderick around the ankles and throat and hurled him to the ground. The whips lashed again, but no blood rose to the surface. That didn’t stop the pain though, as they laid into him.
Roderick lay motionless, refusing to beg for mercy. Behind him, the dogs snarled, barking and straining, going mad on the end of their tethers.
“Enough!” roared the captain at last. “Rise to your feet, slave.”
Roderick thought to remain on the ground, did not even think he could stand if he wanted after such a beating, but his limbs jerked to obey. He climbed to his feet and stared through bleary eyes at his tormentors. The haze remained over his vision, but behind their faces he saw flickers of light. Their souls were still bound to these dead bodies.
“And now,” the captain said. “Let the hunt begin. Run, slave. Run as fast as you can.”
A sudden terror wracked Roderick’s body. All senses fled at the man’s command and he turned to flee. Behind, he heard the dogs, released from their leashes. Sharp stones cut his feet and branches lashed him raw, but he paid them no heed, just ran. He raced down the hill through the scrub, and as he came into a clearing he saw that they were on the mountainside above a wide, blasted plain. The mountains to their rear must be the east side of the Dragon’s Spine, with the Desolation of Toth stretching ahead of them.
His body had changed. His muscles bulged in his arms and legs, and he hurtled across the ground as nimble and fleet as a deer. He tired slowly even though pain wracked his body with every step. Great, bloodless gashes opened on his flesh as he tore through the underbrush, but they healed themselves whenever he entered another clearing. As he ran, he fought off the panic and forced calm upon himself, remembering the breathing lessons he’d learned in the Brotherhood.
I am a knight of Eriscoba. I do not fear the enemy, I do not fear death. I follow the Crooked Path. No evil will control me.
But in spite of the words, he could not control his body, could not so much as change directions to flee this way or that. It was like the battle, when he’d dreamed of killing his own men, except that now he was fully awake.
He’d expected the mastiffs to hunt him down within a few feet. He felt their hot breath on his legs and heard their teeth snapping. Instead, he outran them. Slowly, their barks receded. Once he’d put some distance between himself and the enemy, his muscles began to loosen. Soon enough he was controlling his own flight. For a single, triumphant moment, Roderick thought he had outwitted the enemy and could simply run to safety. He burst into a clearing and leaped across a shallow creek that smelled of sulfur.
“Hah!” a voice shouted.
One of the ravagers had circled around and brought his horse toward the creek. He charged at Roderick and lashed out with his whip. Roderick caught it in his hands and tried to wrench the man from his saddle. But the man kicked out with a boot and landed a solid blow to the jaw. Pain shot through Roderick’s face and he staggered backwards. His jaw felt broken. But even as he put a hand to his face, he could feel the bones shifting, knitting themselves together again. Roderick turned around and ran.
Fear came at him again, washing over him like a wave, and he knew instinctively that it hadn’t come from within him, but from his tormentors. He cried out and stumbled before rising to his feet again. The mastiffs roared into the clearing behind him. Roderick screamed in terror. He danced out of reach of their snapping jaws, somehow managing to stay a pace or two ahead. For a moment, he thought he might outrun them again, and his mind worked over a plan to turn in a new direction to avoid another surprise like the ravager who had driven him this way. Something crashed in the brush to his left, and he caught a glimpse of a massive black destrier, steam billowing from its nostrils. Pradmort sat in its saddle, a humorless grin stretched across his face.
Roderick’s heart—still pounding, but bloodless—began to beat the ragged, frightened flutter of a captured bird. Roderick stumbled once, regained his feet, and pounded on again. The dogs grew closer, howling, snarling, and biting at his heels. He burst into another clearing, only to see another ravager. One of the dogs caught him by the heel and dragged him down. 
Roderick sprawled out, hands outstretched, and hit the ground. In an instant, the lead mastiff snapped at his throat. Without warning, his fear turned to anger. He wrapped his arms around the dog’s neck and wrestled it to the ground with an incoherent scream. Even in his exhaustion he was impossibly strong. He shoved his knee between the mastiff’s shoulder blades and pulled back with his arms. The dog’s neck gave an audible snap and its legs twitched in a sudden spasm. Blood slicked his hands.
Roderick turned toward Pradmort, who had followed him on his horse, and bellowed in rage. Another ravager entered the clearing and watched silently as Roderick rushed toward the captain, a white heat of fury blanking all thoughts from his mind.
The other mastiffs entered the clearing. The first dog sank his teeth into the fleshy part of Roderick’s hand and dragged him toward the ground, where it worried at the hand with violent jerks of its powerful jaws. Other dogs bit at Roderick’s calves and heels. He rolled onto his back with his hands up to protect his face. A dog bit into his side while two dogs grasped for his throat. The rage vanished, replaced by fresh fear. Roderick opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out through his windpipe, torn open by the dogs.
Yet he would not die, could not lose consciousness to escape the pain.
Pradmort turned to one of the other ravagers as the dogs continued to savage Roderick’s body. “The first lesson is complete. Ready the branding irons.”
 
 



Chapter Four
The first thing Chantmer did was put the eunuch to sleep. Faalam had surrounded himself with an almost impenetrable collection of wards and protective runes, layered so deeply and stealthily that to penetrate them would have cost Chantmer the last of his strength and left him vulnerable to the inevitable counterattack from those mages loyal to the sultan. But Faalam had left himself open to more subtle spells, delivered with a lighter hand.
Before the arrival of the company from Balsalom, Faalam had shadowed Chantmer wherever he traveled, but since then, he had spent his time watching Sofiana. This left Chantmer the opportunity to skulk around, working his plans without observation, but made it exceedingly difficult to extract Sofiana from Marrabat and send her on her way north toward Balsalom. Worse, as soon as she was gone, Chantmer would fall under suspicion, and all of Faalam’s attentions would be turned his direction again.
Like many in the palace, the eunuch had the habit of entering an indolent slumber during the thickest, most stifling heat of the day. He would retreat to his tomb-like chamber behind thick walls and doze for as long as two hours before returning to his mischief of slipping here and there throughout the palace. During the nap, he placed the girl under the watch of two other eunuchs of the palace harem. Chantmer couldn’t penetrate Faalam’s defenses without detection, but he could do something about the other two eunuchs.
So he expended the magic of three spells inked into his skin. The first, he hoped would deepen Faalam’s sleep, but more importantly, give the two attending eunuchs the irresistible urge to seek out a dark corner and steal a few minutes of sleep while their master napped. That few minutes would turn into an hour, and they would wake in a panic and rush back to their posts.
The second of Chantmer’s spells came from a subtle rune, inked under great pain over several hours, and was designed simply to disguise the effects of the first, so Faalam wouldn’t sniff out Chantmer’s magic lingering around his two lazy servants. In the manner of lazy servants everywhere, Chantmer was certain the two would not confess their sloth.
After he’d accomplished this task, the wizard infiltrated the courtyard that led to the apartments where Princess Marialla and her entourage from Balsalom stayed. There, he cast his final spell through the walls, directed toward Sofiana. It fed her an irresistible restlessness. It didn’t matter if she were studying with her tutor, napping away the heat of the day, or eating, her limbs would turn twitchy, her attention wander. Soon, she would be looking for a way to escape to explore the palace. Chantmer slipped away and waited for his spell to take effect.
About an hour later, he found the girl in a tree in one of the sultan’s gardens, barefoot and wearing a pair of trousers and a boy’s shirt. As soon as she spotted him, her face lit up, first with excitement, then anger.
“Chantmer? What are you doing here? You betrayed us!”
Two men with bare, mud-caked chests had been repairing the wall on the other side of the square. They had been paying attention to their work, and not the girl, but now they looked up as Sofiana leaped out of the tree and thrust a finger into the wizard’s chest.
“Why did you do it?” she demanded. “I should get my crossbow and put a bolt straight through your heart.”
The masons laughed. Frowning, Chantmer summoned a simple spell and suddenly the masons found their attention urgently drawn to a bucket of mortar. There they discovered that something was subtly wrong with the texture or color, something hard to define. They carried off their bucket to mix more, which left the wizard alone with the girl. Her anger faded and now she looked curious as she stared after them.
“How did you do that?”
Instead of answering, Chantmer beckoned her into the shade of the arcades and out of the heavy sun overhead. There, he removed a small packet from his robes and handed it to the girl. “Look, but don’t touch it or breathe too closely.”
Now Sofiana seemed eager. She gingerly unfolded the scrap of sheepskin to reveal a small pile of what looked like metallic grains of sand. “What is it?”
“Silver bite,” Chantmer said. “It is quite deadly.”
“Oh, I know what that is!” she said, eagerly. “My tutor told me all about that. Gustau said—”
“Really?” Chantmer said. “Your tutor has you learning about poisons? Does the khalifa know this is part of your education?”
“Why wouldn’t she?” Sofiana frowned. “Anyway, it wasn’t her idea, and it wasn’t Gustau’s either. Everything he wants to teach is boring: dead languages, dusty, boring old treatises on law or stupid politics. Do you know he had me reading about the Aristonian Book of Law? Aristonia doesn’t even exist anymore.” She threw up her hands. “And in the old tongue too!”
“There’s a good deal to learn from the Book of Law,” Chantmer scolded. “And the old tongue is a beautiful, subtle thing. You would do well to study it.”
“Boring and pointless.”
Any emotion, any thought seemed to manifest itself on the child’s face. This might be a problem.
Sofiana had recently turned thirteen, yet seemed at once much younger and much older than her age. Younger, in that she still had a slender, boyish body at a time when many young girls—especially princesses—would be dressing for their changing body shapes. And younger too, in her manners and sophistication. That came from living with her father, Whelan, on the road for so many years, instead of being raised properly in a noble household.
But the girl also had a lithe, confident way of carrying herself, like a slightly-built thief or an assassin. She was a deadly shot with the crossbow and had charged into the fray of more than one battle, seemingly fearless. The way she’d confronted Chantmer, like a mouse facing down a lion, proved her bravery.
“Who do you want me to kill?” she asked as the wizard took the packet and sealed it up again. “That’s why you’re showing me, right? You want me to poison someone.”
Chantmer smiled. “A moment ago you were talking about killing me. Shouldn’t we at least be friends before I tell you my secret plan?”
“You’re the one who brought up the poison, not me. Does King Daniel know you’re here?”
“Not yet, he doesn’t.”
“If I were you, I’d run away before he finds out. He doesn’t like traitors.”
“We’ve had a few misunderstandings about the war,” Chantmer said. “But that will be patched up soon. Do you know your friend is here too, that slave boy from Balsalom?”
She gave a look like she’d just eaten a piece of rotting fish. “He’s not my friend. How could you even think that?”
“He’s not mine either, but Markal seems to care for him, and since Markal is here, so is Darik.”
“Markal was really mad at you. I bet he still is.”
“A little bit,” Chantmer admitted. “But we both have the same enemy, so we must work together.”
“What about that mud creature you created? It attacked our own side.”
“Are we going to keep arguing about what happened in the battle? That was months ago. If we’re going to defeat King Toth, we’ll be forced to work together. And you might be forced to work with Darik, as well.”
Curiosity had gradually been pushing aside the suspicion on her face, but now the latter returned. “You’d better explain.”
Could he trust the girl not to blurt out everything he told her to the Balsalomians? That would muddle the situation. First, it would get Daniel agitated about the sultan’s plans for the girl, and it would make Marialla wary. She was here to marry Mufashe, not to be a rival for some child. Then there were the guards and slaves, all with the loose tongues common to that low sort of person. Word of Chantmer’s plans could easily get back to the sultan’s eunuch.
Meanwhile, Markal and Darik were waiting for him to deliver Sofiana so they could smuggle her out of the city. He’d told them he was unable to get alone with the girl, yet here he was. Apart from that, he’d mostly told them the truth. And they had mostly believed him, he guessed. Chantmer glanced around, suddenly suspicious that he was being spied upon by Markal. It was what he would have done had the situation been reversed.
But the courtyard was empty of people. There were a few chittering birds up in the leafy branches of the cork trees, and green and gold lizards rested in the shady gaps between the stones of the walls and arches, but nothing seemed out of place.
“Wait, it’s not the sultan you want me to kill, is it?” Sofiana said.
“Of course not.”
“Good, because he is in love with the princess.”
Chantmer raised an eyebrow. “You don’t understand this business if you think it has anything to do with love.”
She looked annoyed. “Oh, I know. It’s about having the sultan marry Kallia’s sister so there will be an alliance between Marrabat and Balsalom. The sultan has lots of wives and concubines already. So maybe he doesn’t love her yet, but he desires her.”
“That’s . . . closer to the truth.” 
“I’ve heard the grand vizier and King Daniel and Princess Marialla talking.” Sofiana grabbed hold of the lowest branch of the cork tree and swung herself up. She sat with her bare, dirty feet dangling in the air and rubbed her hand over the thick rough bark. “They want the sultan’s armies to help fight the dark wizard and they’ll trade Marialla to get it.”
“You understand our side’s motives. What you don’t understand is the desire of Sultan Mufashe. He doesn’t want to marry Marialla.”
“That’s ridiculous,” she said, climbing higher. “Marialla is the most beautiful woman in the world—everybody knows that. Any man would want to marry her. That’s what Kallia said.”
“I don’t think the khalifa understands Mufashe’s appetites, either. Let me explain.”
Sofiana was now almost to the top of the tree, the slender branches swaying under her weight, but as he began to tell her what he’d seen in Roghan’s quicksilver, she stopped and came somberly back to the ground. There, she listened with a look of growing horror.
#
“That’s disgusting,” Sofiana said when Chantmer finished. “How should I poison him?”
“I told you, you’re not poisoning the sultan. That would mean the death of us all, and anyway, we still need him. It’s his chief slave you need to kill, a eunuch by the name of Faalam. If he falls, the sultan loses his eyes and ears in the palace. Then, we slip you out of Marrabat with Markal and Darik. That will be a good deal easier with the eunuch dead.”
“I’ll worry about escaping later.” Her face was grim and serious, making him forget temporarily how young she was. “Now how do I administer the poison?”
She was so eager. And trusting. The perfect combination of young and naive and without fear.
But this was still a delicate business. Every evening for the past ten days Chantmer had removed a single grain of the silver bite and let it dissolve in the perspiration of his palm. It made him violently ill the first time he did so, and he had spent the night shaking in alternating hot and cold chills. It was especially unpleasant given the oppressive heat here in the south, and no magic or tincture had been able to ease the discomfort. The next night he had done the same thing and suffered similar results. Gradually, however, he had grown accustomed to the dose. He had intended to increase his exposure to two grains this evening and continue for another fortnight.
At the end he would be completely immune to the poison, at which point he would dissolve the rest of the packet into a cup of tea and drink it. After that, it was a simple matter of seeking out Faalam and finding a way to touch his skin several times: trip against his robes, feign drunkenness, shake his hand—whatever it took. The silver bite would rise to Chantmer’s skin and poison Faalam. It would either kill the eunuch or leave his senses permanently addled, but delivered in this diluted fashion, would do so slowly, so Chantmer would not be implicated. Either dead or crippled, the eunuch would be out of the way for good.
But now he had no time for that. Chantmer’s spying had revealed that the sultan was tired of waiting and meant to take the girl for his harem tomorrow morning. After that, there would be trouble with the Balsalomians. Daniel considered himself as much the girl’s father as her uncle, and the former king of Eriscoba and the Free Kingdoms had recovered his strength and passion in the past few months.
As distasteful as the sultan’s desires were, Chantmer would have reluctantly sacrificed the girl if necessary. But he couldn’t risk open conflict between Balsalom and Marrabat. That would spoil his gathering plan to reenter the war against the dark wizard and take the place that was rightfully his.
“Well?” Sofiana demanded when Chantmer had spent several seconds thinking.
“Faalam takes a cup of mint tea after his daytime nap. I will send you in with the other eunuchs and you will shift two grains of silver bite into his cup.”
“Two grains? That’s all it will take?”
“Any more and he would taste it, and then he would realize you’d poisoned him. But two grains will be sufficient to make him sick enough for you to escape.”
“Why me? Why don’t you do it?”
Chantmer sighed, loath to confess the true reason. “I’m not strong enough yet,” he admitted. “Faalam will detect my actions, and I can’t risk that.”
“You can’t make him look away like you chased off those gardeners?”
“No, I cannot. Those men were weak in the mind. The eunuch is something else entirely.”
The other problem was, Faalam was no doubt acclimated to a number of poisons already, and while Chantmer had tried to choose a poison rare to the sultanates, one of them might be silver bite. If so, Faalam would instantly recognize the tingle on his tongue when he drank the tea.
That would be a disaster on every level, but at least Chantmer would have a chance to flee the palace before they extracted the information from the girl under torture.
Chantmer took back the packet with the silver bite. He removed a second, empty packet from the satchel at his waist and tapped in two solitary grains of the poison. After tying off the second packet, he told her he’d give it to her later, when she was bathed and perfumed, at which point she was to keep it concealed on her person.
“So I’m not going to kill him,” Sofiana said again. She sounded disappointed. “Only make him sick. I suppose that would be wrong.”
“That’s right. We’re not going to kill the eunuch. That would be wrong.”
This part was a lie.
 
 



Chapter Five
“Don’t tell me you trust Chantmer,” Darik said. He and Markal were waiting in the overgrown garden where Chantmer had left them.
“Of course not.”
Maybe it was the heat, almost smothering now even in the shade, or maybe it was the way that Markal sat casually with his back against the wall, peeling an orange and eating it in segments, but Darik felt his temper rising. 
He pulled off a sandal and slapped an ant that had crawled between his toes. “We chased the Betrayer through the mountains, fought him on the Tothian Way, and then spent eight days on the Spice Road with a bunch of salt traders and their smelly camels. Now we get here and after five minutes we’re suddenly doing Chantmer’s bidding? I don’t understand it at all.”
Markal spit out the last of the orange seeds and tossed the peel to one side while he picked up another orange. The ants came to inspect the discarded peel. “You don’t think it worthwhile to get Whelan’s daughter out of Marrabat before she’s forced into the sultan’s harem?”
“It’s not that. Of course I do. But Chantmer doesn’t care about the girl—he’s using her to get rid of us.”
“Obviously.”
“So why would we go along with his plan?”
“Who said we will?”
Another ant crawled onto Darik’s foot. He went to flick it off, but this one bit his toe and clamped down and he had to pinch it dead to get it off. He’d swapped his boots for sandals when they reached the Spice Road, and his feet had toughened up, so the bite didn’t hurt overly much at first. But there was some venom in the ant’s bite and it began to sting. Grumbling, he lifted his hand to get rid of the itch.
“Ah, ah,” Markal said with a waggle of the finger. “No magic.”
Darik got up to get away from the ants, but as soon as he stood, he found himself out of the shade, with the sun beating down on his bare head. Sweat trickled down his temple. A moment or two of that, and he decided to risk the ants. He dropped to a squat next to the wizard.
“We’ll help the girl,” Markal said, “and hopefully get a better understanding of what the Betrayer is about at the same time. And of course we won’t leave Marrabat before we figure out what he’s up to. At the very least, we need to stay to make sure he doesn’t meddle in this business with Princess Marialla.” Markal popped another segment of orange into his mouth and winked. “Meddling is my business, not Chantmer’s.”
“Maybe there’s a guard or soldier from Balsalom who could escort Sofiana north,” Darik offered. “Or we could find the salt traders and see if they’d take her away.”
“Good, now you’re thinking. We’ll figure out something. For now—” Markal stopped, cocked his head with narrowed eyes.
Darik followed his gaze. A pair of cats paced along the top of the wall opposite. He’d seen plenty of cats in the palace—lounging about, stalking birds, eating scraps fed to them by servants and slaves—and he wouldn’t have otherwise found the sight odd if not for Markal’s sudden look of suspicion. Now that he was looking, it struck him as strange that they were out in the blazing heat of the day instead of sleeping it off like everyone else. And something was wrong with one of the cats.
The first was sleek and gray and bright-eyed. The second was a white cat with black fur on the face and black mittens, but its fur had a bedraggled, sorry appearance. Its head drooped, and it limped like a very old cat, or one that had been attacked and savaged by dogs and now needed somewhere to curl up and die. The first cat leaped from the wall to a tree, then turned to watch its sick companion come to the edge and hesitate. The gray cat meowed plaintively.
Darik rose, growing concerned not only with the strange appearance of the two animals, but with Markal’s wary look as well. The wizard rose and pulled back the sleeves of his robe.
“Now can we use magic?” Darik asked. 
“Not yet.”
The second cat finally gathered itself and sprang. It slipped as it jumped, and its claws barely reached the branch. It flailed, trying to get its balance. If it fell, it was a dozen or more feet to the flagstones. The gray cat hooked it with a paw and yanked it up until the sick cat could get a better grip. Then the gray cat scrambled to the ground and stood meowing up at the branch until the other one had managed to get itself down.
Darik found his attention suddenly drawn elsewhere. He recognized it as magic, tried to fight it, but by the time he’d turned back to the cats, they were gone. In their place were two figures in robes.
“Hah!” Markal said. “It’s you.”
The wizard Narud stood in front of them in a gray robe. He was the strangest member of Markal’s order, and his powers were connected to the earth and to the animal life living on it. He could change himself to seemingly any animal he pleased, although this was generally an owl, a goat, or some other harmless creature and not something useful like a lion or a mammoth. Markal could change forms too, but it cost him a great deal more; Narud seemed to complete the transformation at will and with little cost.
Narud paid no attention to Markal and Darik, but had his arm wrapped around the second figure, who lurched and almost fell, head drooping. The person staggered and would have fallen without the wizard’s support.
“Help me get her to the shade,” Narud said.
Together, Markal and Darik took the weak, swaying woman. A length of damp hair, as black as a raven’s feather, fell out of her hood and she lifted a pale, sweating face to look at him as he helped her down. Darik had a jolt of recognition at the sight of her familiar brown eyes.
“Daria!” he said.
An initial burst of elation to see the griffin rider quickly turned to alarm. She felt so light in his arms, not the strong, lean figure he’d last seen two weeks earlier in the mountains.
“What’s wrong with her?” Darik asked, his fear growing by the second.
Narud pulled back his sleeves. One of his hands was withered and blackened as if burned. The other was pink and raw and tender looking—more healed from an earlier spell, but still weak. He placed this one against her head. “It’s the heat. It’s killing her.”
“You have a spell to cool her,” Markal said. “Why didn’t you use it?”
Narud grimaced. “I used everything I could to get us across the desert. We left the griffin in a cave five miles outside Marrabat—I couldn’t risk flying into the city during daylight. He’s a big animal, and it was all I could do to cool his surroundings enough to help him. I thought the girl would hold up until we found you.” A worried look crossed his face. “Perhaps not.”
Darik sat down and put his hands on Daria’s face. It was dry and hot. The desert seemed to have wrung the moisture from her body. Narud had a waterskin at his belt, but it only had a few swallows, which he tilted into the young woman’s mouth. It temporarily wet her red, blistered lips.
Daria looked up at Darik and tried to smile. “Well met.”
He was too worried to answer her. The griffin rider was a daughter of the high mountain peaks, her people shaped over generations to breathe the cold, thin air. Daria bathed in icy streams, could walk barefoot in the snow without being troubled, and flew her griffin to heights that made Darik lightheaded and faint. But she found even the moderate warmth of a northern summer oppressively hot, dangerous if endured too long. Here in the desert, she would melt like a drift of snow beneath the midday sun.
“The Harvester take you,” he said angrily to Narud. “Why did you bring her into the desert? You know she can’t stand the heat.”
“Shh, Darik,” Daria said. “I wanted to come. It was the fastest way. Talon—” she stopped and swallowed.
“Talon?”
“The golden griffin,” Narud explained. “Quickly, is there more water?”
Darik sprang to his feet with the empty waterskin in hand. He left the dry gardens in which he and Markal had established themselves. Hurrying through the sloping courtyards below theirs with little worry about spies or palace guards, he went until he found one of the many fountains. It sent water overflowing into a coursing channel that gurgled through a cobbled trough into the next series of gardens below. He filled the water skin and ran back to rejoin his companions.
Daria gulped half the waterskin and would have emptied it, but Darik instead pulled back her hair from her face and poured it over her head.
“It’s so warm,” she said. “Don’t you have anything cooler?”
Nevertheless, her voice seemed more clear. By the time he returned with a second full waterskin and she had drained it, she looked a little stronger. Her face regained some of its color, and perspiration began to bead on her forehead. Soon she was sweating profusely. No wonder she’d been so dehydrated.
“Poor girl,” Narud said. “So brave and strong. She faced down a dragon. They say it was a hundred feet long, but she crippled it and drove it off. And now look at her.”
“So why did you bring her here?” Darik asked. “Her place is in the mountains.”
The reason, Narud explained, was the ravagers. Since Markal and Darik departed, the ravagers had been growing in strength and had escaped toward the Desolation of Toth on their way east. More terribly still, King Whelan’s own brother Roderick, former captain of the Knights Temperate, was in their midst, and Narud suspected that Roderick had been their target all along, that they’d only risked entering the Free Kingdoms to murder him and force him into the service of the enemy.
“But I don’t understand why,” Narud said. “And I don’t know how to stop them from raising more of these dead men as their champions.”
Markal chewed on his lower lip. “It’s difficult, costly magic to bind a man’s soul to his dead body and keep the Harvester from gathering his wight. In the Tothian Wars—the first wars, that is,” he added ruefully, “—there were never more than a handful of ravagers. One of them murdered Memnet the Great in his garden with the sword Whelan now carries. I don’t understand how Toth is creating so many of them. Or why they would need Roderick in particular. You’re sure?”
“I am sure of nothing,” Narud said.
“I’ll have to get close to Roderick to find out. Capture him, if I can. If not, one of his fellow ravagers.”
“How will you do that?” Darik asked.
“I don’t know, but I can’t do it here. I’ll have to travel north again. I suppose Whelan could use my advice and assistance, if nothing else.” Markal glanced at Daria, then at the other wizard. “A golden griffin, you say? Could it carry three?”
Darik’s heart leaped at the thought that he might be flying out of here with Daria, but then he realized he was the one who would be excluded. Markal would have greater need of Narud’s wizardry, and of course the griffin rider herself needed to get away from this place as soon as possible. That would leave Darik behind to deal with Whelan’s bratty daughter. And then who would face Chantmer the Tall?
“It’s a golden griffin,” Daria said. She was so damp now with sweat that her robes themselves were soaked. Already, she was eying the empty waterskin. “Of course it can carry three, if we fly low enough.”
Narud shook his head. “You are brave and so is Talon, but we struggled with two. Markal is larger than I, and the griffin is already tired.”
“But if Darik flies . . . ” 
She also was thinking that Darik would be the third. It made his heart ache with longing to imagine flying with her again.
Narud rested a hand tenderly on the young woman’s head. “By the Brothers, you’ll see each other again. Now, is there somewhere we can find to cool the girl? We’ll wait until night to travel.”
 
 



Chapter Six
Roderick woke with a start. He sat in the saddle of a horse, all pain receded to a haze in the back of his mind. Rags no longer covered his body. Instead, he wore a fine cloak, leather breeches, boots, and riding gloves. He touched a hand to his breast. There he wore a black metal breastplate. He remembered the smell of his own burning flesh as they’d pressed the hot branding iron into his skin. Yet his mind had been gone, lost in a haze of pain and torture from the savaging of Pradmort’s dogs. After the branding, he’d lost consciousness.
He thought at first that it was night, but then he saw the morning sun rising over the blasted land, witnessed through the hazy cloud over his eyes. What he’d taken before for the fog of a deep sleep passing had become his permanent vision.
They were riding through the Desolation of Toth. Roderick had only glimpsed it before from the Tothian Way as the road carved a magical passageway through the ruined, dead kingdom of Aristonia, left so destroyed by the Tothian Wars that it had become a dead land, haunted by mindless, gibbering wights. The Harvester himself couldn’t gather souls in the Desolation.
Even though the sun itself looked dim in the sky, and the massive, billowy cloud with its castles and windmills seemed gray and faded, like the colors of an old painting that had been rotting in the cellar of a derelict castle, he was surprised by how clearly he could see the features of the Desolation itself. There were people and beasts among the ruins. Peasants tended fields, and soldiers rode horses. A boy drove a herd of goats across a field, and when the goats stopped, they dropped their heads to pull at the grass.
Except there was no grass, only sand. There were no fields, either, and the women sweeping their houses were only passing invisible brooms over the rubble of gutted cottages. The soldiers rode their horses in straight lines across roads that no longer existed, and hadn’t for hundreds of years. Most curiously, Roderick could only see the people and animals when he stared straight at them. As he turned his head, they faded even before they’d reached his peripheral vision, while other people appeared instead. Whenever he stopped focusing and cast his gaze across the entire landscape, all he could see was dead, dry land and empty ruins.
Roderick rode in a company of ravagers, with Pradmort next to him, and two more men in front. The captain stared straight ahead without acknowledging that the other man had just awakened. Roderick opened his mouth to speak and was surprised by the words that came out.
“Master, how do we travel through the Desolation without attracting attention from the wights? Why don’t they attack us?”
The man glared at him. “Speak when spoken to.”
A tide of uncontrollable emotions swept over Roderick at the insult, and he found the sword at his waist and drew it. It was a heavy, evil thing with a red sheen like blood. It reminded him of his brother Whelan’s sword, Soultrup, except dark and wicked. He lifted the blade to strike.
Pradmort lifted a hand. “Enough. Save your emotions for when we train. Put the sword away.”
A flush of loyalty washed over him, and shame that he would lift his sword against this man who had brought him back to life. A small voice noted this reaction with alarm. Roderick, what are you doing? Have you gone mad? 
But the voice blinked out as soon as he noted it. He slid the sword into its scabbard. “Yes, my master.”
One of the other men looked over his shoulder and stared hard at Roderick before saying to the captain, “So you were right. He has kept his mind. I’d have thought he would become one of the mindless ones.”
“He is a prince, the brother of kings,” Pradmort said, unperturbed that this other man had spoken first, unlike the injunction against Roderick. “His mind is strong.”
Roderick kept his eyes on the road ahead of him, wondering, but not asking what they were talking about.
The captain must have felt his question and deemed it worthy of answer. “Many men cannot stand the magic that binds together body and soul. The first test—in your case, the dogs—drives them mad. They become the mindless ones.”
He nodded over his shoulder, and Roderick looked back to see the bulk of the company, most of whom rode behind, their eyes glazed and staring straight ahead as if not seeing. It reminded him of that horrifying battle where he’d been killed, when the enemy knights had come at him relentlessly, wordlessly, as if ordered by some unseen force, but carrying no more will than the swords or axes wielded in their hands. Some of the ravagers he’d seen in the mountains seemed to have split off from the band, and he couldn’t see the mastiffs that had hunted him down, but at least forty of Pradmort’s men were riding hard across the Desolation. 
In contrast to the silently riding dead, a half-dozen of the men up front, including Pradmort and the man who had been speaking to him—a Balsalomian warrior, from the looks of his olive skin and almond-colored eyes—seemed very much alive. Yet if Roderick had retained his mind, he seemed to have little control of his own body.
“They don’t attack us,” Pradmort said, addressing Roderick’s other question, “because they only pursue the living. It is the warmth of life that draws them. It reminds them that they’re dead.” He gave a toothy, chilling grin. “But we’re dead too.”
“What about our mounts? Wouldn’t they . . .?”
“We killed them before we entered the Desolation.”
“You killed the horses?”
“They must be dead to cross this land. Does this shock you?”
For some reason, yes, it did. That an enemy might give no thought to spilling human blood, he could understand. He could even understand, albeit deplore, how a vicious army might sweep through hostile territory, burning crops and slaughtering livestock. But no soldier, no warrior would kill a good warhorse any more than he would put his own men to the sword. A horse, raised in the art of war, strong enough to carry an armored rider and steady enough to charge a line of bristling pikes, was one of the most valuable commodities of war. Entire campaigns had faltered for lack of sufficient mounts.
Roderick reached down a hand, and the horse’s flesh felt hot beneath his skin, like it was burning with fever. Yet it was not lathered, though they were riding at a brisk canter, and must have been doing so for some time given how deeply they had penetrated into the Desolation.
“This land is safe for us, a refuge,” Pradmort said. “We fear nothing, not even the One Who Gathers.”
The One Who Gathers? The Harvester?
They rode most of the day, stopping only when Captain Pradmort needed to take stock of their surroundings. The ravagers didn’t eat, and Roderick felt no hunger or thirst. Neither did the horses appear to need rest or fodder. They traveled well into the night before the horses began to slow. By now, a debilitating exhaustion had burrowed into Roderick’s bones. All around, the men hung their heads, as if their last energy had been spent.
Now is your chance. They are tired. Fall back, escape.
The captain lifted his head and stared, as if he’d been reading Roderick’s thoughts. Roderick forced his mind to go blank. Once he’d done so, he felt sluggish, unable to remember what had been troubling him.
“I can feel your soul struggling to break free,” Pradmort said.
“There is no struggle.”
“We complete your training tomorrow. Then you’ll be one of us, forever and irrevocably.”
“Training,” Roderick said in a flat voice. He still didn’t know what the man meant by training, but he remembered the dogs. He remembered the fear, the rage that had wrapped about his neck so tightly he thought he would strangle. But it was not his right to question the captain. Why had he done so?
A flicker passed through the captain’s eyes, and for a moment, it was as though Roderick could see right through the man’s breastplate and into his chest again. There were worms in there, eyes, wriggling white things, feeding on something. And then the impression was gone.
“Yes, training. Come, we fall behind. There are miles more to travel before we stop. We grow stronger as we draw nearer to our master, but still we cannot ride forever without rest.”
#
The next day they emerged from the Desolation and into the khalifates. Pradmort grew suddenly cautious. They could only travel during the day, since at night they needed to take refuge in some fortress or atop a sheltered hill and remain very still while the sounds of the Harvester’s horn and the distant baying of his hounds traveled through the air. During the day, they continued east toward Veyre.
There had been fighting here, and they came across a small walled village at the crossroads of two roads that had seen violence. Its walls had been breached and its towers torn down, yet curiously, the rest of the village seemed undamaged, not sacked as one would expect from an opposing army. Pradmort ordered three of his men into the village to look for survivors and question them while he rode ahead. An hour later the small scouting party returned with news and bloody swords.
The village was a tribute of the larger town of Yoth, which was itself attached to the Khalifate of Chalfea, an ally and subject of the dark wizard and Veyre. Two weeks earlier a small army had holed up in the village when Roderick’s brother Whelan had led a force of Eriscobans to subdue it. After a day or two of fighting, Whelan had convinced the Yothians to withdraw from the village and let the army from the Free Kingdoms tear down its defenses in return for a promise not to attack Yoth or any of its lands.
“So they collaborated with the enemy,” Pradmort said.
“Traitors,” Roderick said. He felt a sudden fury at Yoth’s treachery.
“Yes,” Pradmort said. He gave Roderick a curious look, and seemed to be turning over something in his mind.
Later that afternoon they came upon a force of some two hundred Chalfeans on foot with their attendant baggage caravan. They flew the banner of King Toth and were marching in the direction of Veyre and the war. There was a walled town on a hillock to the north of the road, surrounded by fields of golden grain, with goat herders tending their flocks in the surrounding grasslands, but the army didn’t turn toward it even though it was late afternoon and they would need billeting for the night. The men eyed the ravagers warily as they passed.
“Is that Yoth?” Pradmort asked a passing soldier. When the man confirmed that it was, he said, “It will soon be night. Why don’t you seek refuge in the town?” 
“The pasha ordered us to keep marching,” the soldier grumbled. “Bloody Yothians refused their tribute and won’t fight. I say we put the question to the sword, but Veyre is under siege and we haven’t the time. I suppose we’ll be sleeping on the hard ground again tonight. Bloody Yothians,” he repeated. “Look, we have a giant. Why don’t we put him to work?”
He pointed to the front of the column of marching soldiers. A figure trudged ahead, twice the height of a man and with arms as thick as a man’s waist. He carried a huge mace that looked like it could level a mud-brick house with a single blow. The others gave him a wide berth.
The captain’s eyes flickered. “Who is your pasha?”
“Ismail of Veyre.”
Roderick had heard of Ismail. He was one of the enemy’s generals who had led King Toth’s assault across the river at Sleptstock. It was said that he’d slaughtered his prisoners to feed the dark wizard’s magical power. He had apparently escaped into the khalifates to rebuild his army.
“Pasha Ismail commands ten thousand men,” Pradmort said. “Where is the rest of the army?”
“Three other columns are marching west, skirmishing with barbarians near the Tothian Way. Ismail himself is following the river to the south. He has war mammoths and must keep them near the water so they don’t succumb to the heat.”
“What is your name, soldier?”
“Calum, my lord.”
“Calum, go ahead, find your captain. Send word to the pasha and tell him the ravagers of Toth have ordered a halt. We have business in Yoth.”
The soldier looked eager and delighted. “Yes, my lord.” He rushed off at a trot, his greaves clanking with every step.
Pradmort eyed the town walls with a thin and cunning smile at his lips. “Roderick, it is time. Come with me.” He turned on the road and headed toward Yoth.
Eight other ravagers accompanied their captain from the main body. Roderick followed them with trepidation. His body was trembling, and a wild, dangerous lust for battle rose in his breast. Once again, his emotions were swinging between extremes.
It means that you are losing control of your mind.
Roderick had begun to hate that nagging voice. Why wouldn’t it leave him alone?
The riders made their way toward the town on the hill. The road was empty save for a single dog that barked furiously as they approached, then fled with its tail between its legs when they got too close. Stray goats bleated at the riders, but their shepherds had disappeared. Closer to the town walls, the fields were also empty, though here and there were sheaves of wheat, abandoned scythes and other tools tossed down. On the road ahead, a handful of people were hurrying into the town as the iron gates swung shut. They slammed closed with a boom and the clank of a reinforcing bar falling into place just before the ravagers arrived.
Two men appeared on the walls about fifteen feet above them. One held a bow with a notched arrow; the other wore a fine robe with a jeweled turban on his head. This second man called down, “Who are you, and what business have you in Yoth?”
Pradmort answered back. “We are warriors of the dark wizard, as any fool could see. As to our business, that is up to you, my lord. Do you obey my commands, or do you fight against us?”
“I am the emir of Yoth, and I answer only to the high khalif.”
“What of your Chalfean lord? Doesn’t he command your allegiance?”
“The Chalfeans make unreasonable demands. They forced us to bear the weight of the enemy attack and offered no reinforcements.” The emir shook his head. “I refuse to obey a command which will see my people destroyed, my slaves slaughtered, my women carried away to serve as whores for the barbarian lords.”
“Your khalif gives full suzerainty to his master in the Dark Citadel. So when you disobey the khalif, you disobey King Toth himself.”
“Perhaps. But until Toth comes, I will have nothing to do with you or the Chalfeans.”
The captain smiled. “In person? You wish to see the dark wizard in person? You are a brave man, Emir. How many men-at-arms do you have? A hundred? Two?”
“More than enough for you,” the emir sneered. “Our walls are strong, and I doubt you have brought Cragyn’s Hammer to batter them down. Perhaps you have wizards. No? I thought not.” The emir smiled. “It is harvest time, and the keep is well stocked. We can hold out until spring, if necessary, while you do not have that luxury. Indeed, I wonder if Veyre will even stand come spring. Some say that Toth is already dead.”
“So that is why you revolted against your khalif. You are counting on the armies of the Free Kingdoms to rescue you.” The captain removed his helm and let his blond hair show. “Are you certain that the Knights Temperate stand against King Toth?” 
The emir frowned. “I have no idea who you are, pale knight, but you don’t frighten me. Now continue on your way, and we will not harry your troops. If Toth wishes tribute, let him come for it. I will pay.”
The ravagers turned away. One of the men asked, “What now? Do we leave the emir unpunished for his treachery, or do we lay siege?”
“Neither,” Roderick guessed. He glanced to Pradmort, afraid of another stinging rebuttal, but none came. The captain watched him with a half-smile. Roderick continued, “We don’t need wizards or infernal devices to break down the gates of Yoth. We have a giant.”
“A good plan,” Pradmort said. “I had come to the same conclusion. Come, it’s almost night and our enemy and his hounds will be abroad to hunt for our souls. We will attack Yoth by morning.”
Yes, a very good plan, Roderick, the small voice said, but Roderick heard—what?—worry? So your goal now is to crush all enemies of Toth? What honor, what commitment to your vows. 
Roderick returned his own question to the voice. What choice do I have? They changed me. I am somebody else now. Even this admission took effort. Sweat popped out on his forehead. 
No choice? the voice answered. Is that what you learned in Sanctuary Tower? That you have no choice? What would your brothers say? 
“My brothers be damned,” Roderick said under his breath.
They would soon enough join the dark wizard. He turned to follow his fellow ravagers, companions in death, agitation brewing at the thought of the battle, the voice forgotten for now. He felt a burning excitement that he had not felt before, a blood lust that boiled within. He clenched a mailed fist, anxious to begin the slaughter.
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
To Sofiana’s annoyance, Chantmer insisted that she be bathed, her grime removed by having slave girls rub olive oil into her skin and card it off. When that was done, he sent her to be perfumed by yet more slave girls. When they were done, the wizard returned to fetch her. At no time did they pass through or near the palace chambers where Marialla, Uncle Daniel, and the Balsalomians were staying. Now, standing outside the harem, she felt ridiculous and naked dressed in a pair of billowy silk pants that looked like sleeping paijams, a tunic roughly as solid as a spiderweb, and a pair of slippers that she could have torn in two with her bare hands.
The wizard told her he would leave her outside while he fetched a eunuch, but before he did, he touched her forehead and whispered a few words in the old tongue. A surge of confidence and energy flowed through her limbs. The hot breeze felt suddenly prickly against her skin, and the colors of the roses on the climbing vines seemed impossibly sharp. She could smell bread baking somewhere and hear girls whispering on the other side of the garden wall.
“There, now you’ll be brave no matter what happens.”
“I told you already, I’m not scared.”
He smiled. “Now we’ll be sure, won’t we? But don’t worry, you’re in no danger so long as you keep your wits.” He gathered his robes and passed through the archway, leaving her behind.
Chantmer, you wicked man.
He thought he was fooling her, but he wasn’t. Faalam was a dangerous man; she’d spotted him trailing her several times over the past few days, and whenever she tried to lose him, he somehow managed to find her again. No matter if she was in the vast labyrinth of cellars beneath the palace, or hiding in one of the gardens up the hillside, the eunuch always appeared as if drawn. What’s more, if the man wasn’t dangerous, then why didn’t the wizard administer the silver bite himself?
By the Brothers, it was hot standing out here. The silk, so sleek and smooth when the girls in the baths had dressed her, now clung, sweaty and damp, to her body. Her feet were perspiring, and she could use a drink of water. With the heat, even the whistler birds had fallen silent in their cages. In their place, cicadas buzzed from the trees, a sound that bored into her skull.
She was about to go in after Chantmer when he finally appeared. He was leading one of the other two eunuchs she’d spotted following her through the palace when Faalam was not around, a man named Lassitus. The eunuch was naked from the waist up. All the eunuchs were corpulent, but this one was fatter than the others, even though he couldn’t be older than twenty-five. His chest looked almost like a pair of flabby breasts if not for the few dark, curly hairs around his nipples. 
“I don’t know what happened,” Lassitus told Chantmer. “I leaned against the wall for a moment and then I was asleep. If the master finds out—”
“Never mind that,” the wizard said impatiently. “Here’s the girl you’ll be presenting to Faalam.”
“What girl?”
“This one!”
Lassitus yawned, then glanced at her through beady eyes set above pudgy cheeks. “Do I know her?”
The man sounded as mentally slow as he looked, but Sofiana knew this was the wizard’s magic playing tricks. Lassitus had been clever enough following her through the palace. Perhaps not as clever as Faalam, but he had tracked her down when she tried to hide and given her a smirk to let her know that she was at his mercy. She enjoyed the stupid expression on his face at the moment.
“The girl the sultan told you to bring to the eunuch for training.”
“Oh, yes. The barbarian child for the harem. Of course. I forgot that.”
“Well, don’t forget,” Chantmer snapped, “or the sultan will do to your head what he did to your stones.”
Sofiana couldn’t help but giggle. Lassitus glanced at her, nostrils flaring and his skin flushing an even darker shade than its usual mahogany color.
He took her arm in a strong grip. “Come along.”
Sofiana bristled and only just resisted elbowing the eunuch in his fat, sweating belly. But Chantmer gave her a hard look, and she took control of her temper and let Lassitus lead her into the harem. The wizard stayed behind, his heavy eyebrows knitted together in concern. His whisper tickled in her mind, one final exhortation to remain confident. She felt the packet of silver bite where she’d hidden it inside her small clothes.
It was cooler inside the harem, and dark but for the flickering light of oil lamps. Aromatic smoke rose from censers in the corners. The floor was colorful tiles in geometric designs, and pillows lay heaped everywhere. Women in various states of undress, from diaphanous gowns to full nudity, lounged about in the room.
According to Chantmer, the sultan preferred his younger wives and concubines, but here in the harem the mature women seemed to hold sway. Several women the age of Kallia or the princess lounged on pillows, dozing beneath huge palm frond fans being waved by the girls. One woman opened her wide, kohl-lined eyes and gazed at Sofiana for a few seconds before yawning like a giant cat and rolling onto her side. A girl not much older than Sofiana dabbed at the woman’s forehead with a damp cloth while another young woman peeled a pomegranate and fed her the seeds from red-stained fingertips.
As Sofiana entered, a bare-breasted woman with deep brown, almost black skin looked up from smoking a hookah. But her eyes were dull, staring right through the girl without seeing her. Another woman, this one with more olive skin and almost as beautiful as Princess Marialla, spotted Sofiana and a leonine smile came over her face. She was nude, her body damp with oil. She uncrossed her legs indelicately and patted the velvet pillow next to her.
“Come here, girl, and sit a while.”
“This one is not for you, Nafalla,” Lassitus said. His grip tightened slightly on Sofiana’s wrist. “The sultan hasn’t had her yet.”
“Oh, fah!” the woman said. She waved her hand dismissively and turned away with her nose upturned.
Sofiana was relieved when the eunuch led her past the women and through an archway into deeper chambers. “What did she want?”
Lassitus gave her a side look, one eyebrow raised. “The sultan may have castrated the harem guards, but he hasn’t bothered with certain bored women. Stay away from that one if you can. Also the one with the red hair.”
“I didn’t see her.”
“And hopefully she didn’t see you either.”
“I’m not scared of them,” Sofiana said. “They’ll be sorry if they touch me.”
Lassitus chuckled.
They crossed a small internal courtyard with a bubbling fountain and sharp-scented lemon trees, passed two eunuch guards who touched the hilts of their scimitars but did not draw the weapons, and entered another, smaller chamber. On the floor lay a bed of pillows and silk sheets where Faalam slept with his mouth open, snoring. Lassitus stumbled to a halt.
“That’s curious,” he whispered. “He is still asleep. Should I wake him?”
Why was he asking her? Was he incapable of taking initiative? 
Lassitus cleared his throat nervously. “I suppose I should wake him.” He pointed to a small side chamber. “You’ll find what you need in there. The tea is in clay pitchers. He likes it strong. Crush a few mint leaves and add plenty of sugar.”
That was hardly explicit enough to do the job right, and Sofiana bristled at being ordered about, but now was not the time to protest. He’d given her an opportunity to be alone to prepare the head eunuch’s drink. She knew that was a suggestion put in his mind by Chantmer the Tall, but was surprised at how well it worked, as if the thought had come spontaneously to Lassitus.
Sofiana entered the room and found the sweating clay jars on a shelf. She pulled out the stoppers of a few of them. They all contained tea, but it seemed to be of varying strength, so she chose the darkest liquid and poured it into a cup, which she put on a tray. After a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she was alone, she took out the packet Chantmer had given her, opened it over the cup and tapped in the contents. She thought, but was not certain, that she saw the grains fall out and into the tea. When that was done, she crumpled the packet and shoved it into a back corner behind more clay pots.
Feeling safer now, Sofiana found a wooden box that held golden-colored sugar blocks, and used the sugar snippers to bite off a large chunk, which she dropped into the tea. She cut off a smaller chunk and popped it into her mouth, letting it dissolve on her tongue while she searched for the mint. This she found lying on a damp cloth, together with other freshly cut herbs. She wasn’t sure how much mint to use, but figured too much was better than too little. But when it was floating around in there, it seemed like an awful lot, so she thought to fish most of it out again. At the last moment she remembered the silver bite and used the sugar snippers to do it instead of her fingers.
When she emerged, Lassitus was still standing over his master’s bed, clearing his throat. It wasn’t doing the job. A large gray cat had come into the chambers and sat near the doorway licking its paw while studying Lassitus through large golden eyes. The eunuch scowled when he saw the animal and jabbed it with his toe to shoo it out of the room. It sprang clear and disappeared through the archway and into the courtyard, its haughty step seeming to mock the man.
“Aren’t you going to wake him up?” Sofiana asked.
“I’m trying.”
“You call that gurgling in your throat trying?” She took a step closer to the sleeping man. “Hey! Your nap is over. Wake up!”
“No, don’t!” Lassitus started to say.
Faalam’s eyes flew open, and he sat up, taking in his surroundings with an alert expression. He sniffed at the air and narrowed his eyes when he looked out into the courtyard, as if he could smell that an intruder had been present, even if only a cat. But when he eyed Sofiana, he seemed to relax as recognition passed over his face.
“It’s late. I’ve overslept.”
“I didn’t know if I should wake you,” Lassitus said.
“You have the girl, that is all that matters.”
“She hasn’t left my side,” the younger eunuch said confidently. This was not remotely true, but Sofiana didn’t know if he were intentionally lying or if Chantmer had placed a false memory in his head.
“Why did you bring her?” Faalam asked.
“She is uncouth and savage. I thought to give her a lesson in palace etiquette before we present her to our lord.”
“Very well.” Faalam gestured. “Bring me the tea. My throat is parched.”
Sofiana held out the tray and he took the cup in his hands. He did not immediately drink, but first looked the girl over with an expression not much different from the way Kallia’s cooks inspected cuts of meat before accepting them from the butchers guild.
“So you’ve been told.”
“About what?” she asked.
“About the sultan and his plans for you.”
A look of disgust came to her face before she could hide it. Faalam smiled.
“You must understand, it’s not my desire, but his. And I live only to serve Mufashe, may he live forever. If he expressed a preference for camels, I would immediately send word to all the Kratian nomads in the wastelands hereabout. But we are not cruel men. We will do what we can to make it easier for you.”
“Are you a maiden?” Lassitus asked. “Have you known a man?”
“I’m only thirteen years old!”
“That’s old enough to have begun your courses,” the younger eunuch said.
“I haven’t begun them yet,” she admitted. “Most girls my age have, I know.”
The two men passed a frown between them. Of course she had no intention of being married to the sultan, so none of this frightened her so much as made her angry. If they were so bothered by the thought of giving her to the sultan, then why did they do it? Nobody was forcing them to serve this beast.
“It will be easier for her if she is a woman first,” Lassitus said. “Could we not delay a few months?”
“Impossible,” Faalam said. He turned the cup in his hand, but still didn’t drink. “Feed her Jericho figs. They will speed up the arrival of her courses.”
All this talk was distasteful, and Sofiana only refrained from lashing out by reminding herself that none of this would come to pass.
Faalam took a sip of the tea at last. He looked to Lassitus. “I don’t know why I overslept, but you did well in keeping watch on this one.”
“Thank you, Master.”
“We’ll have her spend the night in the harem, but keep her safe. Find one of the gentler women to keep watch over the child. Perhaps someone who can give advice on dealing with the sultan.” He took another drink of the poisoned tea. “And make sure to prepare a tincture of poppy for her first time. Make it strong.”
It was irritating how they spoke around her, but she didn’t suppose that most girls entering the harem needed coddling and gentle, false talk so much as they needed practical advice for surviving. But again, she would cut all their throats before she faced this thing they were discussing.
“What if the Balsalomians come searching for her?” Lassitus asked.
“They’ll be alerted soon enough. I’ve asked the sultan for more guards for the harem. There are four more men facing the castrators tonight.”
Lassitus winced at this.
Again, Faalam drank. The tea was two-thirds gone. Suddenly a frown passed over his face, and he looked into the cup. “Curious.”
“Too much sugar, Master?” Lassitus asked.
“Far too much—it is cloying. But that isn’t what I mean.”
Sofiana shrugged. “Nobody told me how much to put in. He told me lots, so I put in lots.” She held her finger and thumb about an inch apart. “Was this too much?”
The head eunuch didn’t answer. Instead, he dumped the rest of the tea onto the stone floor and peered into the bottom of the empty cup. For the first time Sofiana’s confidence weakened.
He knows!
“Shall I prepare new tea for you?” Lassitus said. He sounded nervous. “Or would you care for wine instead? We received a sweet vintage of apricot wine from the southern provinces and I removed two bottles for tasting before sending the rest to the sultan’s cellars.”
Faalam kept staring at the bottom of the cup. Lassitus took Sofiana’s wrist. “Hurry, girl, make him a fresh cup. And this time do not put in so much sugar.”
“No,” Faalam said. He looked up, first at the other eunuch, studying his face with a penetrating gaze, and then at Sofiana. She kept her features blank.
“You put something in my tea, girl. What was it?”
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
Darik had grown up in Balsalom, which he’d thought was on the edge of a vast desert compared to the impossible green of the Free Kingdoms on the other side of the mountains. But this land was drier still. Marrabat had no river to supply its water. What little fell in the monsoon season this far south was collected in cisterns, but according to Markal, the city’s main water supply flowed through an aqueduct that led from the mountains east of the city. It entered the palace in a big, gushing current, where a series of smaller, tile-lined channels siphoned water for the fountains, gardens, and baths, before carrying what was left into the city itself.
They found the servant baths at the end of one of these channels. They were comprised of two separate pools. The outer pool sat in an outside courtyard crossed by brick arches, these covered with leafy vines that provided some shade. This pool was empty of bathers, which was no surprise given the pounding sun. Its water came from a short clay channel that flowed out of the inner pool, which lay inside, with a roof overhead. Darik, Daria, and the two wizards walked past the outdoor pool, through an archway, and into the large room holding the inner pool.
Here a good twenty or more servants were taking their baths, both men and women. Some lay on flat benches while other, lower servants rubbed their bodies with olive oil, and then scraped off the oil and dirt with flat wooden scrapers. Others bathed in the water before emerging to be perfumed and dressed.
Daria was still feeble from the heat, and she stumbled as they entered the room. Darik and the two wizards caught her. This brought a few stares, but Narud whispered something and attentions suddenly turned elsewhere. Plenty of the bathers had seemed content to lounge about in their bathing or cleaning rituals, but now they all seemed to be in a hurry. Within a few minutes, the inner pool had emptied as completely as the outer.
“Unfortunately, it’s easier getting people out than keeping them away altogether,” Narud said. “Markal, set up a ward to discourage newcomers.”
While Markal turned to this purpose, the other wizard helped Daria out of her robes while Darik stood back, trying not to stare. Beneath the robe, she was impossibly fair, the dark curly hair on her head and between her thighs standing in contrast to her milky skin. Darik forced himself to look away. He was almost relieved when she entered the pool and sat on a stone bench. The water came to her shoulders, casting the rest of her body in shimmering light. She slumped as if she were going to slip beneath the surface, so Narud came around the pool to squat behind her and hold her shoulders.
“Do you have enough magic left to change back into a cat?” Markal asked Narud when he had returned from his spell casting.
“Of course. That is trivial.”
“And enough to change me too?” Markal asked. “I could manage, but the magic will be more obvious if I do it. You can disguise it better—I didn’t even recognize it was you and Daria at first.”
Narud didn’t seem quite as pleased with this request. “I suppose I could. But why?”
“I don’t trust Chantmer. I want to see what he’s up to.”
“Ah, so we change to cats and follow him through the palace? Yes, that would work.” Narud glanced at Daria. “One of us should stay with the girl.”
“I could stay with her,” Darik said quickly.
“Why, yes, I suppose you could. Let me do what I can for her first.” He reached around, touched his thumb to Daria’s forehead, and whispered some spell.
While he did this, Markal took Darik’s arm and led him away from the pool. “You’d be alone with her. Is that a good idea?”
Darik was annoyed by the insinuation. “What kind of man do you think I am? I’m not going to touch her.”
“Sure, you say that now. Wait until she’s feeling better. When that happens, I’d advise you to remember that you’re a knight of the Brotherhood.”
“I’m not going to forget! Anyway, it’s not like I took a vow of celibacy. You know how I feel about Daria—there’s nothing wrong with that.”
Markal shrugged. Darik knew his friend wanted him to train as a wizard, and of course Daria was a powerful distraction. But in practice the wizard mostly seemed amused, as if the mating habits of lesser beings was something to be studied with curiosity.
“There’s nothing wrong with lovemaking freely shared between two equals,” Markal said. “Not that you are Daria’s equal, as her mother would point out. But let’s assume you are.”
“Thank you for that,” Darik said. He was still embarrassed by the insinuation that he’d lose control the instant he was alone with the woman, and his sarcasm had a harder edge than was warranted.
“The point is, it would mean something different to Daria than it would to you.”
“I won’t do anything, I already told you.”
“You still don’t understand. I’m not saying you shouldn’t. I’m only saying to be absolutely sure you know what you’re doing before you do. And maybe now is not the time to press the issue.”
“Markal!”
Narud asked Daria a question, and when she nodded, he cautiously released her shoulders. When she continued to hold herself up, he rose and approached Markal and Darik. Narud soon proved as oblivious to human desires as Markal had been perceptive.
“Darik, if she goes into deeper water, take off your clothes and go in with her,” Narud said. “I don’t want to risk her slipping and drowning. When she’s all the way cooled down, bring her out and rub her down with olive oil until she’s clean.”
Markal shot Darik a raised eyebrow and the young man turned away, embarrassed.
Narud frowned. “Do you find it demeaning to rub her with oil?” He looked at Markal. “You said these two were friends. Or is that some Balsalomian custom, that only slaves do that task?”
“I’m not sure the oil rubbing is a good idea,” Markal said. “We’re trying to cool these two down, not heat them up.”
“Ah, yes, of course,” Narud said. “She’ll warm up as soon as she gets out of the water. In that case, she’d better stay in the pool until it’s dark. Then Markal can retrieve her to go look for the griffin.”
This time Markal actually laughed, and Narud seemed more bewildered than ever.
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When the two wizards had retreated outside, Darik found himself pacing back and forth around the edge of the pool. He was agitated, mainly through worry about Daria’s heat exhaustion, but also thinking about Whelan’s daughter, who needed to be smuggled out of the palace, as well as Chantmer the Tall, lurking about scheming who knew what. Maybe Narud could handle Chantmer, assuming he could stay focused on the task and not turn into an owl and fly off looking for mice.
Darik was relieved when Daria began to act more alert and lively. She dunked her head under the water and slicked back her wet hair, splashed water in her face, and occasionally glanced at Darik to give him shy smiles. A little later she beckoned him over. He came and squatted near the edge of the water about ten feet away. He gave her glances out of the side of his eye, trying not to stare at her naked figure rippling beneath the water. She looked back, smiling openly.
“It was almost worth it,” she said.
“You could have died.”
“But I didn’t. Anyway, it’s no different than the other dangers we face. Like the dragons. I fought another one since we met last. It almost killed me.”
She said it casually, not in any way boastful, but in that open manner of hers. Narud had mentioned the fight, and now Darik wanted to know more. She explained how she’d been in the mountains looking for dragons when she decided to tame a golden griffin. That story was impressive enough, but she dismissed his praise with a shrug. Then she told how one dragon had consumed another, and she’d led the griffin riders in battle against the survivor, by then grown to immense proportions. She’d battled the dragon in the skies over the high mountain peaks of the Dragon’s Spine, had landed on its back, and finally driven her sword deep into the soft flesh where its wing met its armored body. The dragon pitched her off, and she’d fallen from the sky as the monster fled, crippled and bellowing in pain. Daria’s golden griffin caught her in its talons before she hit the ground and was killed.
The story made Darik catch his breath, but Daria seemed to think the entire thing of only mild interest and certainly unheroic. She’d only been doing her duty, after all.
“Anyway, it’s all worth it, because now we’re together, at least for a few hours. I only wish you could come with me tonight.” She sighed. “But I know it’s important for Markal to hunt for the ravagers, so I must carry him north. How long will you stay in Marrabat?”
“Not long, I hope. Where will you go after you’ve carried Markal? How will I find you? I want to fly with you again.”
“Go to the mountains by Montcrag. I’ll look for you every day. And then we’ll fly together, I promise.”
“There’s nothing I want more.”
She smiled, then looked down, suddenly seeming shy.
It felt bold and reckless to be so blunt in his desires, an openness so different from the little dance would-be partners performed in Balsalom. Everything there was coded, gestures, perfect to withdraw and claim that your overtures had been misunderstood. But Daria was so open herself. He didn’t know what would happen if he turned her down, if she would simply smile and shrug and go on with her life without a backward glance, or if she would be devastated. He had no intention of testing her feelings.
Daria had charmed him from the first moment they’d met. The dark wizard had been assaulting the castle gates at Montcrag when Daria and her father led a flock of screaming griffins and their riders into the castle to rescue its defenders. Darik’s first flight had been terrifying and exhilarating in turns. His arms wrapped around this beautiful, carefree girl as they hurtled over the mountainside atop six hundred pounds of muscle, claw, wing, and beak. Her long dark hair had swung free in the wind, brushing his face like a horse’s mane. By the time they landed, he was smitten, and no warning from Whelan or Markal about taking advantage of this sheltered mountain girl could turn him away. Markal had been right about one thing: Darik was in no way the equal of the young head of the griffin riders.
But in another way, the wizard was wrong. If Daria was strong enough to fight off dragon wasps and their riders, even face down a full-grown dragon, then she was strong enough to make her own decisions about who she would love. And Darik didn’t much care if part of that reason was that he was one of the few young men she’d met in her sheltered life.
“It’s very hot water,” Daria said, “but still cooler than walking around up there. Go on, put your feet in.”
Darik slipped off his sandals and dipped his feet in. The water certainly wasn’t as cool as a mountain stream, but it wasn’t exactly hot either. More like tepid. But to a griffin rider of the high mountains like Daria, it must feel uncomfortably warm.
“Now come over here,” she said.
He edged along the side of the pool until he was next to her. She touched his hand. He squeezed her fingers.
“How do people live in this heat?” she asked.
“They’re used to it. If you took these desert people up to the mountains, most of them would freeze to death.”
“And there are so many of them. Dozens and dozens and dozens. All pressing against each other, rubbing together in the streets. I think hundreds, maybe even thousands.” 
“Tens of thousands,” he said.
“So many! We flew high above the city near the clouds so we wouldn’t be spotted. Narud says their eyes aren’t very good, but I could see them fine. I’m glad we stayed high. I would have been scared to come lower and have all of those people spot me.”
“You’ve battled dragons, but it’s people who scare you?” Darik asked with a smile. 
“They’re terrifying,” she insisted. She looked at him with those big, wide eyes. He couldn’t help but be charmed by her earnest expression. “Aren’t you hot? Take off your clothes and get in the water.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Oh? Why?”
“It’s not that I don’t want to.”
“Darik, you know what I think?” she blurted suddenly. “I think we should be married.”
He blinked. “What?”
“Do you want to?”
“I—” His voice caught.
“I thought you wanted to. Was I wrong?”
“Did I say. . . did we ever . . .?”
She laughed, and it was such a bright, delightful sound that he couldn’t help but grin back. “In the mountains, what you said. You want to marry me, don’t you?”
“Of course I do,” he said, finding his voice. “It’s just . . .what exactly did I say again?”
“Is there a problem?” Her smile turned shy. “Why don’t you do it then?”
“All right,” he said, making a sudden decision. “We’ll be married. Let me talk to your mother.”
“What does my mother have to do with it?”
“I don’t think she likes me.”
“She doesn’t like you one bit. She’d just as soon dismember you and feed you to our fledglings. But that’s nothing personal.”
“It sounds rather personal. And painful.”
“You’re a Flatlander. She’s not like Father, she doesn’t want anything to do with your kind. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. We’ll live alone in the mountains anyway, and soon enough she’ll have to deal with you. Even if you wanted to ask my mother, she’s not here. I want to be married now, don’t you?”
Again, he found himself blinking stupidly. “Now? How would we get married now? There’s nobody around to do it.”
Now Daria looked confused. “Do what? We’re both here. We’re the only ones who will be getting married. You did mean what you said, right? You want to get married? Once we’ve decided, we may as well get married right away.”
He was still trying to figure out how they would get married right now. Was getting married for a griffin rider nothing more than a mutual declaration? There was no ceremony, no trading of wedding goods from one family to another, no public exchange of kisses, no declaration of marriage from one’s family, owner, or guild? Apparently not.
“Even though you’re leaving in a few hours?” he said.
“Especially because I’m leaving in a few hours. If we wait, it might be weeks or even months. Or one of us might be killed. We’re in a war, after all. If that happens I don’t want to say I had the chance to marry you, but never did.” 
“In your culture, marriage is only two people, right?”
“Isn’t it in yours?” She looked concerned, then horrified. “That’s right, you people have harems. I’d forgotten that.”
“I won’t have a harem,” he said hastily. “That’s only for sultans and khalifs. I only wanted to be sure I wouldn’t also be married to your mother, your cousin, your sister or uncle or something.”
She laughed. “That’s so funny. Now take off your clothes and get in here.” She rose partway up, the water running down her neck and over the gentle swelling of her breasts, and tugged playfully on his foot. “Hurry up, let’s get married before the wizards come back.”
He rose and turned as he peeled off his robes and then tugged at the drawstring around his small clothes. All this talk and the proximity to Daria had left him aroused, and he was embarrassed to have her see.
“What do I say to make us married?” he asked as his small clothes fell to the brick floor.
“You don’t say anything,” she said. “You come down here, and we make love. Don’t tell me you don’t know what making love means.” He turned, and her eyes widened as she looked down at his crotch, and then she gave a mischievous grin. “Your body seems to know what to do. I’ll show you the rest if you don’t know how. Not that I’ve ever been married before, of course, but I know. People have told me what to do.” 
And now he understood exactly what Markal had meant when Darik insisted he would not take advantage of the beautiful young griffin rider.
Sure, you say that now. Wait a bit until she’s feeling better.
“Is there something wrong?” she asked when he remained standing above her.
“Let me be clear. If I get in the water, you want to make love with me?”
“Yes, more than anything.”
“And if we do, we’ll be married?”
“Matched and mated for life, to raise children and griffins in the mountains until one of us shall die. And may the Mountain Brother grant us long life and many fledglings.”
Darik cast his eyes around the empty room, half expecting to see Markal standing to one side, giving a warning shake of the head, maybe even running toward them, waving his hands in alarm. But there was no one.
The Harvester take me, I don’t care what anyone else thinks. I want this woman, and she wants me.
“Yes, let’s be married.”
Darik climbed in the water, and Daria threw her arms around his neck.
 
 



Chapter Nine
The instant Faalam made his accusation, Sofiana sprang into action. Lassitus had her wrist, and his grip was tightening even as the head eunuch spoke. She drove her elbow into Lassitus’s fat belly. He grunted and released her. The older eunuch was on his feet and grabbing for her, but she danced out of his way and fled for the door.
The guards had heard the commotion and were drawing their scimitars as she burst past them. But they had been lounging, apparently not expecting any sort of threat, let alone someone coming from inside the head eunuch’s chambers, and she was by them before they could grab her. If not for the danger of her situation, she might have appreciated their bulging eyes and slack-jawed amazement. This wasn’t even a woman, they were thinking, she was only a girl. No girl would ever defy the harem rules, let alone make a run for freedom. 
One of the men shouted a warning, and the other grabbed for a mallet and made for a brass bell that hung from the wall on a metal crook. She hadn’t spotted it on her entrance, being too absorbed in the moment, but now she recognized it as a warning system for when assassins or thieves entered the sultan’s harem. It would ring over the palace and bring more armed guards.
But before the man could reach the bell, Faalam’s voice cut him off. “You fool, no! They’ll have our heads.”
He started giving orders to Lassitus and the guards, but when Sofiana burst into the harem on the other side of the courtyard, the women and girls inside raised a cry, and she could no longer hear what Faalam was saying. Hands reached for her, and women demanded to know what the commotion was about.
“Assassins!” Sofiana cried. “Run! They’ll kill us all!”
Her words had the desired effect, and the women staggered to their feet, kicking aside pillows and knocking over censers of burning incense. When the eunuch guards came running into the harem moments later, twenty naked and half-naked women were up and blocking their way. Sofiana got out the other side and into the open again. She sprinted across the courtyard. From behind came shouts and high squeals. A quick glance over her shoulder showed one of the harem guards fighting his way past the women and into the open air.
Sofiana raced from one courtyard to the other. When she rounded a corner and saw that she was alone, she threw herself over a short stone wall and into a flowering bush. Sharp branches and thorns tore at her silk clothing and scratched her hands and face, but she forced herself to remain flat and still. A second later, someone came racing into the courtyard and stopped, gasping and wheezing, before racing off again. She poked her head up to see the back side of one of the guards, then glanced in the other direction to make sure that the other wasn’t following hard on his heels.
When she saw that he wasn’t, she eyed the vine climbing up the courtyard wall to her right. Get over that wall and she’d be into a courtyard that wasn’t connected to this one. She began climbing.
But when Sofiana came down the other side, she found that she was in some vizier or other palace official’s private garden. Gilded bird cages hung from metal hooks, filled with brightly colored whistling birds. A fountain bubbled in the middle. There was no way out except through the arcade and into the apartments on the other side. Moving quickly before someone came out and spotted her, she stole across the courtyard, scrambled into the branches of a peach tree, and jumped up to the wall. She lowered herself down the other side, dropping the last several feet to the ground.
And found she was back in the baths again where she’d been a couple of hours ago. This was perfect. She knew that if she passed around the pools, she would be down toward the rooms where Princess Marialla, King Daniel, and the rest of the Balsalomians were staying. Someone there could help her.
She wasn’t surprised that the outdoor pool was empty, but when she came through the arched doorway into the dim interior, it was also nearly empty. It had been filled with bathers a couple of hours earlier when Chantmer sent her to be washed, and with the sun only beginning to dip toward evening she’d expected to find it crowded with people, the better to hide herself. There was only a solitary pair of bathers around the other side. One was a dark-haired woman already in the pool, with the water lapping around her shoulders. The other was a young man with his back turned to her, already out of his robe and now dropping his small clothes.
Sofiana had been scandalized earlier to see men and women bathing together, but had quickly recovered. She didn’t much care to see men naked, but she’d traveled with enough of them on the road over the years to see all sorts of rude and uncouth behavior: men pissing in the road, passing gas, bathing naked in ponds, even rushing into random taverns to look for whores and other unsavory women. But as she studied these two, trying to figure out how to get around them, she could clearly see that the young man was rather disgustingly aroused by the woman in the water, and she was gesturing right at his crotch. It was scandalous. This was a public place!
When he turned and slipped into the water, she caught a glimpse of his face and blinked in shock. It was Darik, the lout. Seducing young palace girls. Probably the woman was the daughter or concubine of some important person or other; he’d get himself killed satisfying his desires. The young woman wrapped her arms around Darik’s neck and kissed him lustily.
Sofiana didn’t wait any longer. She strolled over. “Darik, what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.
The two lovers gave a start of alarm. The girl kept her arms wrapped around his neck, but Darik pulled away with a guilty expression.
“Ninny, what are you doing here?” he asked. His face was red and he looked angry.
“Don’t call me Ninny. Only Whelan and Daniel are allowed. And the khalifa,” she added. “My name is Sofiana.” 
“Will you answer the question?” He eyed her. “You’re all scratched up. And you’ve been running. Is something wrong?”
Sofiana was still irritated. Chantmer told her that Darik and Markal were going to smuggle her out of the palace, and yet the boy was getting naked with this girl, who was clearly not an innocent victim of Darik’s lust by the way she’d been kissing him so hungrily. The girl turned an irritated gaze in her direction, and Sofiana recognized her.
“Oh, it’s you. The griffin rider.”
“I know you,” Daria said, her expression softening. “You’re the king’s daughter. The one Markal wants to rescue.”
“So what are you doing then?” Sofiana demanded. “The two of you should be waiting for me, not in here—” She waved her hand. “You know!”
“Sofiana, why are you here?” Darik asked, and now he seemed merely exasperated. “Did the wizards send you in?”
“No, I’m running for my life, you idiot.”
This got Darik’s attention. “What have you done?”
“Are you going to help me or not?”
He turned his back before climbing out of the water and reaching for his small clothes and his robe. Daria made to follow him out, but Darik told her to stay in the water, then dressed and turned back to Sofiana for an explanation.
She told him about Chantmer, which brought an angry retort about the wizard’s treachery, and then about what had happened with Faalam and Lassitus.
When she was done, Darik sighed. “Your timing could have been better, you know that?”
“It’s all right,” Daria said. “We’ll get married another time.”
“Married?” Sofiana said. “What are you two babbling about? And where is everyone? The baths were full before.”
“We have to get her out of here,” Daria said, still in the water. “Take her up to where Narud found you and wait for the wizards.”
“I’m not leaving you alone,” Darik said.
“I’ll go with you.”
“No, you have to stay in the water. You need to stay strong for tonight.”
“Then go without me.”
“I told you—”
“This is ridiculous,” Sofiana interrupted. “Are you going to help me or not?”
“I could go back for my sword,” Darik said to Daria. “That way you could stay cool in the water, and I’ll be able to guard Sofiana until the wizards return.”
“What a dumb idea,” Sofiana said. “May as well give me the sword and let me defend myself if that’s all the good you’ll be able to do.”
She stomped her feet, growing more infuriated by the moment. Where were those two wizards anyway? How could they have left Daria and Sofiana in the hands of this incompetent boy? She glanced at the two of them and made a sudden decision. She tore off the ridiculous silk slippers she’d been wearing since she’d left Chantmer, then turned and broke into a run toward the opposite side of the baths.
Behind, Darik called for her to stop. He came after her as she kept running, but she had no trouble losing him.
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Sofiana left the open air as soon as possible and continued her way toward the Balsalomian apartments through interior hallways and chambers, but she had underestimated the complexity of the palace. She possessed an excellent memory among her many skills and was certain she had not been this way before. The lamps on the wall were placed further apart than she’d seen earlier, and instead of geometric designs, dragons and lions etched the walls, painted gold and red. The paint was fresh, but the carvings themselves had lost their sharp edge and were broken in places.
But when she emerged into the open air again, she found herself briefly crossing a terrace that overlooked the palace walls and the city of Marrabat below and knew that she must be close based on her position within the palace. She returned to the hallways and soon found herself in familiar territory. Only a few hours earlier she’d been stealthily following Princess Marialla, Daniel, and Vizier Fenerath through the halls when a sudden restlessness came over her, a need to explore the palace. Not long after that, Chantmer had found her climbing a tree. She now suspected that Chantmer had made her wander off so he could find her and put her to poisoning the eunuch.
Voices came from the hallway ahead of her, and she thought it might be Balsalomian guards. If so, they could take her to Daniel and Marialla. But when she rounded the corner, she found two men standing in front of her with grins on their faces. They were the two eunuch guards who she’d escaped outside Faalam’s chambers.
“Ah, so here is the little lotus flower herself. Walked right into our arms. Our master will be very pleased.”
“Get out of my way,” she demanded, backing up when they took a step toward her. “I’ll scream and the princess’s guards will come running. They’ll kill you.”
“Go ahead and scream, nobody will hear you,” the first man said. He held out his hand. “Come with us, child. We mean you no harm.”
She took another step backward, and the two eunuchs rushed at her. But they were slow and fat. She ducked to the ground and rolled to one side. She slid out her foot as they lurched by and sent one man crashing into the other. They both spilled to the ground, and Sofiana turned to run. Shouts sounded at her back as the two men regained their feet.
Sofiana was not frightened. Damn fools, she thought, even as she realized that she might still be feeling the lingering effects of Chantmer’s spell. She felt unusually confident considering her precarious situation. 
But as she looped back around to try again for the princess’s rooms, she rounded a corner and ran into two more guards. These ones were not eunuchs. They wore loose flowing robes, with naked scimitars at their belts and daggers in sheaths.
The two men stared in surprise before one of them said, “Hey, that’s the girl.” The two men grabbed for her.
Faalam’s earlier worry about alerting the general palace guard seemed to be no more. Perhaps he’d decided that the risk of having her escape altogether was more worrisome.
Sofiana slipped through their grasp and risked facing the eunuchs again as she fled back in the direction she’d come. She turned down an unfamiliar passageway as the chase grew louder behind her. This wasn’t particularly amusing anymore, and her heart was thumping as much with fear as with the exertion of her run. She cursed herself for not staying with Darik and the griffin rider. It was her own pride that had sent her away.
A few seconds later, she burst through an archway and onto a small patio of fruit trees and fountains. Two monkeys washed oranges in one of the fountains, and they shrieked when she ran toward them, scrambling up the nearest tree where they sat scolding. She ran toward the matching doorway on the far side of the patio and stumbled into a man in a cloak with tattoos on his arms and a book in hand.
He grabbed her. “Where are you going? That’s forbidden.”
It was one of the mages she’d seen wandering through the palace.
“The wizard,” she panted. She cast a desperate glance over her shoulder as the two guards and the pair of eunuchs all came bursting onto the patio. “Chantmer. He told me to—”
This was enough to loosen his grip, and she broke free and ran past him.
“Wash your feet before entering the library,” he called after her.
She ignored him and kept running. She stumbled through the library. Men in robes with tattoos looked up as she ran past. Some read books, others sat on beds of nails. Others lashed themselves over the shoulder with braided whips, chanting in low voices. Few paid her much attention, but they rose indignantly to their feet when the guards and eunuchs stepped into the room. Angry words followed, but Sofiana didn’t stop running.
At last she turned down a hallway with a high, vaulted ceiling. There were no lamps, only a thin light that streamed through tiny windows high on the wall to her right. It was cooler in here behind all the stone. Sofiana stopped and listened for sounds of pursuit before bending to gasp for air, glad to take refuge in the deep shadows.
“I am doubly fortunate today, it seems,” a man’s voice said in front of her.
Sofiana looked up in alarm to see that a man had crept up while she stood gasping. His face was hidden in shadows. She turned to run, but the man swept out a leg and tripped her. While she scrambled for her footing, he grabbed her and dragged her to her feet and then shoved her against the wall.
“Who are you?” Sofiana asked, alarmed at the tremble of fear in her voice. She struggled to pull free, but the man was too strong.
“Just a guard who is smarter than my friends. I circled around instead of simply chasing you all over the place. Turns out I got lucky.” He turned his head. Voices sounded through the small windows from the other side of the wall, more sounds of pursuit. The guard yanked her deeper in, beyond the windows, where it was even darker.
“Keep quiet,” he warned and slammed a hand over her mouth.
Sofiana obeyed, figuring it was better to deal with one man than several, but she was frightened and it was all she could do to keep from screaming. The voices called to each other outside, but after a minute, they left. The man relaxed his hold on Sofiana.
“See what I mean,” he said, voice triumphant. “They’re none too smart.”
“What do you want with me?” she demanded, anger replacing her fear. “When the princess hears about this, she will be furious.”
“No doubt she will. But that is a problem for the sultan to deal with. The eunuch offered ten shekels to the man who caught you.”
“Then why hide? Why not step forward and claim your reward?”
The man spun her around and pushed her against the wall. Hot breath came against Sofiana’s face, and he pinned her in place with his body.
“Because there are things I want more than ten shekels. The sultan may have you for his concubine, but I’ll always know I had you first.” He fumbled with his belt with one hand and groped at her breasts with his other.
She found her own hands suddenly free. She grabbed for the knife he wore at his belt and yanked it from its sheath. Before the man could react, she shoved it toward his belly. He staggered backward with a surprised look on his face, as if it had never occurred to him that a girl would fight back. A gash opened through his robes, and his intestines spilled out like the coils of a snake. He grabbed at them with a cry and tried to hold them in.
Sofiana fled for her life.
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
Roderick and the other ravagers rested at the heart of an encampment of Veyrian and Chalfean soldiers from Pasha Ismail’s army. The Veyrians were superstitious and afraid of both the undead knights in their midst and the horn and baying hounds of the Harvester without, but Ismail had several torturers and other conjurers in his army, and they had encircled the camp in protective wards.
Roderick accompanied Pradmort to Ismail’s tent and remained silently in the corner while the two men discussed strategy and tactics. Ismail was a tall, lean man with the sharp features of a Veyrian lord. He had a penetrating gaze and, alone of the men Roderick had seen in the dark wizard’s army, did not seem cowed by the presence of the undead knights. Nevertheless, he deferred to the ravager captain and answered all of Pradmort’s questions about the state of the war in the east.
King Whelan had sent raiders to harass the supply lines of the approaching armies, but had not yet marched in force, even though Ismail and the other pashas of the dark wizard were threatening to encircle his army. Ismail suspected that the enemy king was afraid to commit his forces to open battle so far from his base of power in Balsalom and Eriscoba.
Roderick tried to control his tongue, but found himself volunteering information. “My brother is no craven. If Whelan is withdrawing from confrontation, it is either so as to choose the field of battle or to draw you into a trap.”
“This is the brother of the barbarian king?” Ismail asked Pradmort, incredulous.
“Yes. The captain of the Knights Temperate. But he is ours now.”
The pasha pulled at the ends of his oiled mustache. “You are certain? How can you be sure he is not a spy?”
“The man is dead. I cut him down on the road myself.”
“He doesn’t look dead, he looks alert.”
“That is because we are still turning him. But if he makes you uncomfortable, I will send him away.”
“No,” Ismail said after a moment of hesitation. “He carries insights into the enemy’s mind. I want to hear them. How he positions his forces, how he guards his supplies—everything.”
Roderick inclined his head. “I will tell you everything, my lord.”
#
Pasha Ismail roused the Veyrian camp before dawn, and by first light, the bulk of the army and its slaves were marching east again. Roderick and Pradmort remained behind with a dozen ravagers, twenty Veyrian archers with longbows, three giants, and the biggest mammoth in the army, together with two men to drive it. They rushed the road toward Yoth, almost gaining the gates before the sentry’s shouted warning brought defenders to the walls.
Pradmort’s archers set up position thirty feet from the walls and drove full-sized shields into the dirt to crouch behind. They launched a hail of arrows at the defenders scrambling along the battlements while Ismail’s giants trotted toward the gates. Two of them carried an uprooted tree trunk, while the third held aloft a huge shield to block attack from above. Any arrows or spears that got past the shield would then have to penetrate the giants’ heavy armor.
The defense was disorganized. Several Yothian archers returned fire at the Veyrian bowmen behind their shields, while others tried to bring down the giants. Arrows bounced off the shield or against the helms and breastplates of the giants. The giants drove the log against the gates with a booming echo. They pulled it back and crashed it into the gates a second time. An arrow slipped through the defenses and struck one of the giants in the thigh. He bellowed in rage, but didn’t stop his attack.
Roderick glanced back at the mammoth, still down the road a hundred yards, where it stamped and trumpeted in a state of agitation. Pradmort seemed content to keep it in reserve, perhaps simply to frighten the defenders.
The giants continued to batter the gates for nearly ten minutes. First the gates bulged, then they buckled and strained at the groaning iron hinges. One of the hinges snapped. The whole thing was ready to collapse. Pradmort shouted at the mounted ravagers to prepare a charge.
Movement atop the wall caught Roderick’s eye. A dozen defenders were struggling with a heavy cauldron. They heaved it up to the edge of the wall, and Roderick caught a whiff of sulfur and molten lead. He shouted a warning, but the Veyrian archers had already spotted the threat and were trying to drive the defenders off.
Lead poured from the cauldron. It hit the giants’ shield with a hiss of steam and the smell of burning leather bindings. Most of the lead flowed off the back and front of the shields to land harmlessly in the dirt, but some of it also spilled over the sides, and some of this hit one of the giants on the neck. He screamed and pitched backwards, knocking away the protective shield.
The giants’ concentrated attack turned to panic. They stumbled over themselves to get out of the way. One giant clutched at his face, his flesh smoking from the lead that clung to his skin. Another bellowed in rage as he tried to scrape the molten metal from his hands.
Pradmort watched their hasty retreat with an impassive face and ignored the jeers and taunts from the town walls.
“Good enough. They’ve softened the gates nicely.” He snapped his fingers at the mammoth drivers.
The two men goaded the great beast forward with iron hooks. It wore a metal helm that protected its head and tusks, with boiled leather armor encasing its back and legs. Trumpeting in irritation at the spikes jabbing it in the haunches, the mammoth picked up speed as it charged the gates. Soon, it had left the men behind. The ravagers and bowmen scrambled out of its way.
The mammoth came thundering at the gates, but the way it was swinging its head from side to side, a single arrow or bit of hot lead would send it fleeing the battlefield like the giants before. But even though the defenders must have seen the huge beast lurking, its charge seemed to catch them unaware. No more lead was forthcoming, and the few arrows launched at it bounced harmlessly off its armor.
The mammoth crashed into the weakened gates with a terrific boom. They exploded inward in a shower of wood splinters and iron hinges. The mammoth barreled into the town, knocking spearmen out of its way.
“Go!” the captain shouted.
The ravagers charged the gates. Snarls rippled through them, and Roderick found himself growling too, his sword in hand. They rode into the keep and found themselves surrounded by as many as seventy men on the ground armed with spears and swords, while another twenty stood on the walls and shot at them with arrows.
Arrayed against this force were a dozen mounted ravagers and one agitated mammoth. The Veyrian bowmen ran toward the gates to join the battle, but Roderick feared they would arrive too late. He cut down one man and attacked another, but his horse took a spear in the neck that drove it to its knees. A second spear slammed into his shoulder. The mammoth almost crushed him as it trumpeted past with a dozen spears and arrows prickling from its haunches. But its stampede confused the battlefield long enough to let Roderick slip away from the spear wielder.
He rolled to one side and sprang to his feet even while wrenching the spear from his shoulder with his good hand. The pain was terrible, but it didn’t cripple him as it would have had he been alive. His sword caught the surprised owner of the spear across the neck and sent him sprawling with blood gushing from the wound.
Roderick felt another threat at his back, and he turned instinctively to face it. He traded blows with a tall, powerfully built man with a scimitar, but the man was no match, and Roderick quickly overwhelmed him. Two more men attacked him, but he killed one and drove the other away with a savage cut across the thigh.
“Enough!” a voice cried. The emir of Yoth stood on the walls with his hands outstretched. “Stop this slaughter. I beg you.”
Pradmort shouted his own command, and the fighting stopped.
Roderick stood panting while the blood lust faded. Ravagers rose to their feet, pulling spears and arrows from their bodies or those of their horses. Half a dozen Veyrian archers lay wounded or dead at the gates. The mammoth and the giants had fled and would need to be tracked down. But their losses paled in comparison to Yoth’s dead.
The battle had lasted no more than twenty minutes from the moment the giants first pounded their ram against the gates, but as many as sixty Yothians lay dead or mortally wounded inside the town walls. The captain himself had cut down six men who lay dead and dying around his horse.
“You will surrender?” he called up to the emir.
“Promise me you will spare my people’s lives, and I will surrender unconditionally.”
“Of course I will spare them,” the captain said. “We will kill no more and leave your people in peace. But first I will have your pledge of fealty.” The captain sent a ravager up the wall to seize the man.
The emir cast a nervous glance at the ravager clanking up the stone staircase. “Who are you?” he asked Pradmort.
The captain said, “The dark lord’s emissaries. Nothing more.”
“I’m also Toth’s servant,” the emir said hastily. “I just didn’t trust you. I wanted to be cautious, that is all.”
“We shall see. Bring him here.”
#
They brought the emir past the bathhouse and into his chambers. Yoth was a simple, poor town, but the inside of the man’s apartments were decorated finer than any manor house in Arvada, and perhaps even as beautifully as the king of Arvada’s chambers, albeit on a smaller scale. Carved stone columns supported the roof, and finely polished wooden furniture filled every corner. The emir’s bed was a sumptuous pile of pillows and silks.
Pradmort shoved him into a chair and said, “Now, great emir of Yoth. Where are your children?”
“Children? I am unmarried.”
The captain struck him across the face so hard Roderick thought it would break the man’s neck. He fell careening out of the chair to land face down in the pillows of his bed, his turban spilling loose and revealing a balding pate. When he raised himself again, blood trickled from his mouth. His eyes glittered with violence.
“I know everything,” Pradmort said. His voice sounded reasonable. “Now, you promised to surrender unconditionally. I promised not to kill your people, and I will not, but only if you cooperate. If you do not cooperate, my men will slaughter every man, woman, and child within Yoth. I assume your children are hidden in your manor somewhere. We will burn it to the ground with them inside.”
“How can I trust your word?” the emir asked, a whine creeping into his voice.
“You have no choice. Disobey me, and they all die. Obey me, and you have only my word.”
The man nodded slowly. A vein pulsed at his temple, and Roderick could smell his fear. “My sons are not here. They rode west two days ago with my wife to visit her brother. My daughter,” he began, and here he swallowed hard, “My daughter is three doors down the hall from my apartments, with her door locked and instructions not to let anyone in.”
The captain gestured to two of his men, and they hurried from the room.  
“But please,” the emir cried in sudden panic. “She is only nine years old. She is a child and completely innocent. Please, if you will only—”
“Quiet!” the captain snarled. He lifted his hand to strike again, and the emir flinched. Pradmort dropped his hand and turned to Roderick. The two ravagers pounded on the door down the hall to break it down. “Roderick, this is your final training. Are you ready?”
Roderick’s heart pounded like a hammer in his chest. His head felt light, and he reached out a hand to steady himself against the wall. “What do I do?”
Moments later, the two ravagers dragged the girl, crying and begging for her father, into the room. The emir started to his feet, but another ravager gripped him by the throat and shoved him back to the pillows. The girl still wore her night paijams and shivered in the early morning air.
“Please, you said you wouldn’t hurt her,” the emir said.
“I said I wouldn’t kill her,” Pradmort corrected. “Indeed, none of my men will kill anyone in Yoth. Roderick?” 
“Yes, captain?” His voice trembled. The girl stared at him with wide eyes, her lips trembling and her chest heaving.
The small voice whispered, A girl, Roderick. The age of your own daughter. 
But Roderick scarcely heard it over the wind that blasted through his mind. Emotions, churning in a great, uncontrollable tempest. This was how his will was broken: violence and extreme emotion. Every time the emotions swept over him, he lost more of his ability to fight back.
Pradmort looked at the girl’s father. “What do you think, Emir? Should my ravager cut out her eyes? Shove a dagger into her ears, then hack out her tongue? Would that be fitting punishment for a traitor, to see his daughter turned into a blind, deaf mute?”
“I beg of you,” the emir whispered. “Please spare her.”
Rage flared in the captain’s eyes, a rage mirrored through his men and Roderick as well. “I will not spare her! She is mine to do with as I see fit.”
He grabbed the girl by the arm and threw her to the ground. Putting a boot in her back he shouted for one of his men to draw her arms in front of her. The girl was screaming, but Roderick could scarcely hear it.
“No, Emir, because your lord and master is merciful. And if King Toth can forgive, so can I. But a demonstration must be made, to remind an emir to obey his khalif. Roderick, cut off her hand.”
A great tremor rippled through Roderick’s muscles. He gripped his sword tightly, his emotions boiling over, alternating between disgust, rage, and fear.
“No,” he whispered. It took every bit of his self-control. “No, I won’t do it.”
Pradmort grabbed him by the throat and lifted him from the ground. He wrenched the sword away and let it drop. Roderick struggled and grabbed at the man’s hands, but couldn’t free himself. His neck felt as though it would break. The captain threw him against the wall. A bright light and pain flashed through his head, and he lay against the wall while the captain drew his own sword and weighed it in his hands. The girl kept wailing, held down now by one of the other ravagers. Two others held the emir in place.
“You resist, Roderick,” Pradmort said, dragging him to his feet. “Perhaps your soul is only fit to join the pitiful army of wights who whine and grovel at Toth’s feet.” He put his free hand on Roderick’s skull and squeezed. A terrific pain exploded in his head. Spots blinked behind his eyes.
And then, just when he thought that Pradmort meant to crush his body and send his wight fleeing in terror, the captain threw him to the floor once again. Roderick lay gasping.
Pradmort lifted Roderick’s sword and held it out. “Finish your training. Do it now!”
Roderick couldn’t control his limbs. They forced him to his feet and made him take the sword. He looked down at the girl, whose screams had become whimpers. Sweat stood out on Roderick’s forehead and ran into his eyes.
“By the Brothers,” the emir said to Roderick. His eyes looked wildly around the room, searching for some escape that did not exist. He struggled against the undead men holding him. “You don’t have to do it. Please, I beg of you.”
Roderick was powerless to keep his arm from lifting his sword. The girl squirmed in a vain effort to free herself. Roderick brought down the weapon. It hit with a crunch and the girl screamed like a wild animal. The emir wailed. He broke free momentarily before the ravager wrestled him to the bed again.
Roderick’s sword stuck in the bone. He put his foot on her arm to wrench it free. Blood squirted from the wound. When he lifted the sword, he saw that the deed was left undone and knew the torture of his mind and body would not end until he had finished. He brought the sword down again. This time, the blade cut all the way through. Her hand twitched to one side, momentarily possessed of a life of its own. Roderick stared at it with horrified fascination.
He dropped his sword and staggered back against the wall.
Pradmort lifted a torch from the wall and jerked the girl to her feet by her other arm. He touched the stump of her wrist to the flame to cauterize the wound. The smell of cooking flesh filled the air, covering the metallic tang of blood and the smell of loosened bowels. When he finished, he shoved her toward her father, then turned to the ravagers.
“Search the town. Bring me forty children. We have more hands to cut.”
“No,” the emir sobbed. “Have mercy.”
The captain ignored him. “Take the emir. Let him watch, but do not harm him in any way. If anyone resists, kill them, but otherwise, we will leave Yoth be.” He fixed the emir with a hard look. “As loyal and honored subjects of our dark lord.”
The ravagers dragged away the girl and her father, leaving Roderick and Pradmort alone.
Roderick stared at the blood and the small, delicate hand lying on the stone floor. He looked back up at the captain. The dark film hung heavier over his eyes. But a second sight came to him, and he could see below the man’s flesh, at the bright chains that bound the man’s soul to his dead body.
Pradmort studied Roderick’s face. “Well done, Captain Roderick. You are now chief among Toth’s ravagers.”
“What now?” Roderick’s voice came out flat.
“Now we ride to Veyre where you will learn your true purpose.” Pradmort bared his teeth in a feral grin. “You will hear it from the lips of King Toth himself.”
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Sofiana found her hiding place in one of the onion domes that overlooked the palace. After she’d cut open one guard’s belly and gone racing through the palace eluding the others, she had avoided people, stayed out of the open when possible, and searched out small entries and narrow passageways. She opened an aged, cracked door on the side of a stone wall that was barely wider than her shoulders and found herself at the base of a staircase. Light came through fist-sized openings in the outer wall. Dust covered the stairs, which she took as a good sign. She pulled the door shut and went up.
The stone staircase curved to the left as she climbed, and she soon guessed she’d entered some sort of tower. It finally ended at a narrow balcony that overlooked Marrabat. It was late afternoon, and the red city stretched below her on the desert plain, its towers ringing bells to announce the closing of the gates ahead of sunset. The smoke of a hundred cookfires snaked into the air near a vast open bazaar. When the breeze shifted, it brought the smell of grilling meat, which made her empty stomach growl in protest. Narrow alleys snaked off the bazaar on every side, a jumble of roads without any seeming organization. In the distance, a mountain range of brown and gray broke the surface of the plain like the spiny backbone of an immense lizard.
The view was impressive, but she was more interested in her immediate surroundings. The balcony emerged from the outer edge of an onion dome covered with glazed red tiles. On this side, she was at least ninety feet above the empty gardens below. The remnants of scaffolding ringed the edge of the dome, and she could see fresh tiles of a deeper red where some artisan had crawled around to replace older, broken ones. To her right, higher up the palace, was a wall almost at eye level. Here she was surprised to see several storks sitting on nests made of sticks and bits of desert brush. They paid her no mind.
Afraid of being spotted on the balcony, Sofiana went back inside to the stairs. She waited until dark when it felt safe, then crept down the stairs to drink from the nearest fountain, before returning to the balcony to look down at the city. It was more interesting than inside on the dusty stairs. Movement from the sky caught her attention.
A huge shadow, bigger than a horse, swooped down at the palace. Sofiana shrank against the tiled dome, thinking at first that it was coming in for her, but it soared overhead, paying no attention to either the girl or the storks that croaked in alarm and lifted flapping from their nests. The huge shadow swept past the dome and up the hillside to the upper reaches of the palace, where it disappeared inside the gardens.
She stared in alarm, worried at first that she’d spotted a young dragon. She knew the dragons had come from the desert wastes outside the sultanates, and it was said that the dragon kin lived in the dry mountains beyond the plains of Marrabat. But then she remembered Daria. The shape must be a griffin, but it was much bigger than any she’d seen before. Narud or Markal must have fetched it from outside the city and brought it in to retrieve Daria and fly her away from the heat. Sofiana should run in that direction and see if she could find them.
But even as this thought occurred to her, the dark shadow was rising in the sky again. It lifted higher and higher as it flew north and soon disappeared into the night sky.
She thought about what she’d seen at the baths. Pride made her run away, that’s all. She refused to admit that she needed Markal’s apprentice at all, but if so, why should she wait while he pined over that griffin girl? Daria could take care of herself. And that they’d been on the verge of lovemaking when she arrived had made her bristle in irritation. Couldn’t they control themselves? Pathetic. Sofiana swore that when she was an adult, she would never give in to animal lusts.
“I still shouldn’t have run off,” she said out loud. “That was a stupid thing to do.”
So what should she do now?
Stay put, that’s what. Chantmer could search for her by magical means, or maybe one of the other wizards would find her. They would help.
The balcony was too narrow to stretch out on, but it was still a better place to sleep than the stairs, and she didn’t dare leave the tower, so she lay on her side with the stolen dagger in hand in case someone grabbed her in the night. It was some time before she was able to fall asleep on the hard stone.
The next morning she woke to the sounds of birds chittering in the trees, followed by the bells ringing the opening of the gates, and the sounds of the palace rousing itself. A rooster crowed from somewhere nearby. She yawned, stretched, and was back inside to the safety of the stairs before she realized she should have awakened before daylight so she could get a drink. And she’d have to relieve herself on the stairs, which was distasteful.
Sofiana spent the day on the staircase. Inside she had protection from the sun, but by afternoon it was stifling, and her tongue felt like it had been rubbed with hot sand. By the time the sun fell again, she was trembling and sick with thirst, her head pounding. She crept down from the tower and into the gardens, vowing to help herself instead of waiting for the wizards to find her.
Sofiana got a drink from a fountain, climbed an orange tree to pluck a few fruit, and was soon feeling better and more confident. There was no way she’d spend another night in the tower hiding. The Harvester take her first.
#
Sofiana drew her breath as she squeezed through the window so she wouldn’t get stuck. She’d already climbed two walls and slipped past several guards, both Marrabatti and Balsalomian, before she had reached the inner courtyard. When she dropped into the room, she stood silently for several seconds, looking around. When she didn’t immediately see anyone, she was afraid that the occupants had been thrown into the palace dungeons.
But when her eyes had adjusted, she spotted a man lying on pillows in the middle of the room. He muttered something in his sleep. Sofiana crept up to him, her heart soaring with relief when she was sure it was him.
She put her hand over his mouth. “Shh, Uncle. It’s me.”
Daniel jerked awake while she urgently repeated her plea. He grabbed her in a fierce hug.
“Have they hurt you? If they have, by the Brothers I swear I’ll—”
“Shh, no. I’m all right.”
“And the sultan, did he . . . ?”
She shuddered. “Nobody touched me. I escaped. I might have killed a man though.”
“You did what you had to.” Daniel sounded relieved. He was both her uncle and her step-father and perhaps nobody loved her more except for Whelan. “Did the wizards find you?” he asked.
“No, I think they left the palace.” Sofiana told him how she’d seen a dark shape swooping into the upper gardens last night, presumably a griffin.
“Markal left,” Daniel said. “But Narud is still here. He has turned himself into a gray cat and is looking for you.”
“A cat? A big gray one? I think I saw him in the eunuch’s chamber.”
“He seemed to think you were hiding in the upper gardens near the slave apartments.”
“No, I found a better hiding place below. Is he still up there?”
“Yes.” Daniel gave her instructions for how to find her way up, then told her he had something he wanted her to see outside before she left. “Quietly, we might have spies in our own guards. The sultan has tried to bribe several of them already.”
He led her quietly onto his back patio, which was on the outer edge of the palace walls. On the other side was a sheer drop of eighty or ninety feet to the lowermost courtyard, where several guards stood between the wall and the palace gates. Daniel and Sofiana remained out of sight, hidden in shadows.
A cool breeze blew in from the desert. A bowl of stars cupped the world from one horizon to the next. One star on the northern skyline was larger than any others and streamed light from its tail.
“Look,” Sofiana said, excited. “A comet.”
“I thought you would like that,” Daniel said. “I spotted it last night and thought of you. It might be a sign.”
“What do you mean?”
“Chantmer once told me that a comet had appeared for several weeks during the Tothian Wars, the summer that Toth and Memnet died. And the Selphan say that a comet fell into the sea when their island kingdom was destroyed. They have been guests of other lands since that day. The comet is a harbinger of something, but I’m not sure what.” He turned back to Sofiana. “Tell me everything that happened.”
Sofiana filled him in on her misadventures. Guards had chased her through the palace, another man had tried to force himself on her before she opened his belly with a knife, and finally she found her way into the onion dome tower. He squeezed her hand as she spoke.
“Now, you tell me what happened,” Sofiana said. 
With all the machinations in the palace, and the maneuvering between the Balsalomians and the Marrabatti, nobody had initially noticed Sofiana was missing, let alone realized that Chantmer the Tall was involved. Then, in the morning, the tattooed mages had appeared and disarmed the princess’s guards while armed men searched the rooms. It was only then that people realized Sofiana was missing. After Narud appeared to explain Chantmer’s role, Daniel had assumed that the wizard was behind her disappearance.
“I think Chantmer really meant for me to escape the city,” Sofiana said. “He only wanted me to poison the eunuch first.”
Daniel’s face hardened. “Don’t trust anything the Betrayer tells you.”
It made Sofiana feel terrible that she’d been so easily deceived. Daniel must have noticed, because he gave her hand another encouraging squeeze. They went inside, where he found a tray of dates and flatbread left from his supper, together with some soft goat cheese. She ate hungrily.
“Narud will help you get out of the city,” Daniel said. “Can you manage the desert?”
“Of course I can,” Sofiana said around a mouthful. “What’s the worst I’ll face, a few bandits and hyenas?”
He laughed. “Well, you escaped the palace guard easily enough. Do you still have the dagger?”
“I left it outside the window. If there was a guard, I didn’t want him to see I was armed and attack me. I wish I had my crossbow though.”
Daniel left her in his chambers while he went to retrieve some of her clothes, including a pair of her sandals with hard leather soles. Her feet fit comfortably in the creases left by almost two weeks on the road from Balsalom. He turned his back while she changed and, when she was done, handed her a small bag of coins.
“This is all of the money I’ve got with me, since they’re holding the rest of our supplies down by the stables. The money isn’t much, but if you use it carefully, it should be enough to buy food and maybe a donkey to ride. First get out of the city—you can outfit yourself at one of the caravanserais.”
She slipped the coin purse into her robe, then kissed Daniel on the cheek. She wrapped her head in a turban, and pulled the end around her face.
“Be careful, Ninny.”
“I will. You be careful too.”
When she was through the window, he whispered after her, “May the Brothers guide you.”
And then she was creeping back through the darkened gardens and courtyards. She glanced up at the comet and hoped that it presaged good tidings, and not evil.
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
A few minutes later, Sofiana hid in the shadows on one of the lower patios, thwarted. She had tried several times to reach the interior courtyards where she could follow them to the heights, but there were too many guards patrolling. Searching for her, she was certain.
Bats flitted through the night sky, gorging themselves on insects. When she climbed a tree to get over the wall and try from a different angle, two glowing eyes stared at her from the branches of the tree.
“Narud?” she whispered. “Is that you?”
The eyes disappeared, and she caught a glance of a long, weasel-like creature scrambling up the branch to leap onto the tiled roof of one of the palace buildings.
When Sofiana came down on the other side of the wall, she dropped into someone’s private courtyard. The soft murmur of voices sounded through the open archway of the apartment that lay on the far side. A dim lamp flared to life inside the rooms. She froze in place outside, afraid that someone would step out for fresh air. But it soon became clear that they occupied themselves with more than just waking in the night to fill the chamber pot. Murmurs turned to heavy breathing and groans of passion.
Sofiana had to creep by the open room as she made her way to the wall on the opposite side of the courtyard. As she passed, she glanced inside, not to see the lovers in action, but to make sure she wasn’t spotted.
The man was an important official of some kind. He’d set his turban to one side, but an emerald pin still held it wrapped. Ivory carvings of birds sat in the corners of the room, and the oil lamp itself was gold encrusted with jewels. He was a young man and handsome. The woman was Princess Marialla.
Sofiana drew back in shock. She shrank behind a column of stone, her heart pounding. The sight disgusted and enraged her at the same time. The sultan held Daniel prisoner while Marialla rutted like a wild pig with some stranger.
After a few minutes, the sounds stopped, and Marialla said, “Would you like some wine, my prince?”
The man’s voice was playful. “Wine? No, I want another taste of your sweet love.”
“Already? My, it is true what they say about Marrabatti men, isn’t it?”
“I’m not so old and fat as my father. I’ve not lost my stamina yet.”
Marialla was quiet for a moment, then Sofiana heard her say, “Here, drink this wine. I need to step outside and get some fresh air. If you’re still awake when I get back, then we’ll see if you can seduce me again.”
Sofiana sprang for the far side of the courtyard, but she didn’t have a chance to scale the wall, so she crouched behind a lemon tree and peered around. Marialla emerged from the apartments in her night paijams. To the girl’s alarm, the princess crossed toward her. Sofiana drew her dagger.
“You can put the knife away,” Marialla said. “Sofiana, I can see you. Come out of there.”
The girl stepped from the shadows, surprised. “How did you know it was me?” she whispered. She put the dagger away and cast a worried glance toward the apartments.
“I saw you gawking at us, of course. I wasn’t half so addled as the sultan’s fool son.”
“That’s Mufashe’s son?” Sofiana hissed.
“You can speak in a normal tone. I put something in his wine—he’ll be out already.” Marialla smiled. “He’s supposed to meet with his father in the morning, but I suspect he’ll be late.” She spoke easily, as if they still traveled along the Spice Road and nothing of the past few days had happened. 
“What are you doing?” the girl blurted. “Why would you sleep with the sultan’s son?”
“I’m trying to get closer to his father, and this is the only way.”
“So you don’t love that man?”
Marialla laughed, but there was a bitter edge to it. “Love has nothing to do with it, child. I am not so fortunate as my sister to have a handsome barbarian king to marry. I must take what fortune I can find.”
Fortunate? Kallia Saffa was also carrying the dark wizard’s child and had suffered terribly during the enemy occupation of Balsalom. Sofiana didn’t think Princess Marialla’s sister was particularly fortunate, even if she had ended up marrying King Whelan.
“I still don’t understand. How is this going to help?”
“I need to marry the sultan,” Marialla explained in a patient tone. “But he refuses to meet with me. He has his eye on . . . someone else.”
“I know all about that,” Sofiana said, dismissively. “What do you think I’m doing here? I’m trying to escape from the palace.”
“But if I can get to him, he’ll be mine,” the princess added. “Chantmer the Tall has seen to that.”
“Don’t trust anything that wizard says. Ask Daniel if you don’t believe me.”
“Believe me, I don’t trust him. To be honest, I don’t trust anyone, not even you. For all I know, someone sent you to spy on me.”
“That’s a lie!”
Marialla put her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “Calm yourself, Sofiana. You know what I mean. Now where are you going?”
Tears of frustration welled in Sofiana’s eyes. “I’m trying to reach the upper gardens so I can meet with Narud, but I can’t seem to get past the guards. And I can’t spend another day in the tower, I just can’t.”
“Oh, is that all? Come with me, then.”
Marialla took her by the hand and led her into the apartments. The sultan’s son lay on his back, mouth agape, his hand still clutching the wine glass. It tilted at an angle, the rest of the wine spilled onto the pillows.
“He looks dead,” Sofiana said.
“Alas, no. It will give him a terrible headache, but he’s very much alive.” She pointed down the hallway. “Go to the end of the passageway and turn right. That will take you outside again toward the stables. After the stables take the . . . let me see . . . the second left, I believe it is. It’s the door that’s missing the handle. Push it open and follow the covered passageway up the hill. By the time you come up top you’ll be in the slave quarters where there won’t be as many guards. You can find your way up from there.”
Sofiana turned to go, but Marialla took her arm. “Wait. The sultan’s son has two guards of his own. You can’t be seen leaving the apartments from that direction. They’re young and alert—you’ll never get past them without help.”
The girl bit her lip. “Then what do I do?”
“Give me a moment—I’ll coax them away.”
“How will you do that?”
The princess smiled, but there was something sad in her expression, Sofiana thought. “The only tools I have. Count to fifty before you come.”
The princess disappeared. Sofiana waited in the hallway, glancing back toward the sleeping prince while she counted softly under her breath. Her heart counted its own furious time. When at last she reached fifty, she entered the hallway. Torches lit the passage at infrequent intervals, and she kept to the shadows. Giggles and men’s laughter came from beyond an archway to her left.
“Come on now, give me one kiss,” one of the men said.
“What would your master say?” Marialla asked in a tone of false outrage. “He’d have your head!”
“You don’t know our master,” a second man said. “He’d ask to watch!”
Sofiana didn’t want to linger and make the princess suffer any more of this outrage, so she hurried past, following Marialla’s directions. Moments later she was outside and facing the stables with no guards to be seen.
She’d have to cross an open stretch to get to the stables, where she could hear horses nickering and camels grumbling. She scanned the intervening courtyard for movement, saw none, and bolted across the flagstones. She half expected to hear a voice shout for her to stop, but she reached the stables without incident. She found the door without the handle.
A cobbled alley led both up and down the hill, and for a moment she was tempted to follow it down toward the outer wall of the palace and try to slip past the guards by herself, but she knew the palace gates would be crawling with guards, all looking for her.
Instead, she took the covered passageway higher and deeper into the palace. She spotted two more guards at one of the covered archways leading from one courtyard into another and backed up to scale a tree so she could climb over another wall. She was reaching for the wall to swing herself over when she caught a gray shape sitting atop it, staring down at her. It was a cat.
“Is that you?” she whispered. “Narud?”
Of course it didn’t speak, but when she made to swing herself up, it hissed and swiped at her hand with its paw.
“Ow.” She yanked back her hand. “What’s wrong with you? I need to get up there.”
The cat stared hard at the opposite wall of the courtyard. Then it sprang down from the wall and disappeared into the darkness with a meow. What? Did it want her to follow?
She remembered the weasel-like creature and decided that this was only another animal, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt to check it out just in case. Vines climbed the wall on the opposite side, and she scaled them only to find the cat sitting up top of this side too. But instead of stopping her when she reached over the wall, it looked down into the darkness on the other side and meowed.
“It had better be you, Narud,” she said. “If you’re lying to me, I swear I’ll take you to the sultan’s kennels and feed you to his hunting hounds.”
Sofiana didn’t know if Mufashe had hunting hounds. Now that she thought of it, she couldn’t remember seeing a single dog since she entered Marrabat. But the threat made her feel better. When the cat jumped down, she followed. 
She followed the cat straight up the hillside through one empty courtyard after another. At one point, she heard voices on the other side of a wall but didn’t see anyone. A few minutes later, she found herself near the highest point of the palace, in a shabby, overgrown garden with a dry fountain and split cobblestones and toppled marble columns.
A figure stood at the fountain, strapping on his sword. He turned when she entered, and she saw it was Darik.
“Were you followed?” he asked.
She ignored the question. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m taking you out of the city.”
“No, you’re not. Narud is going to help me, and then I—”
She glanced at the cat, only to see the wizard standing there, hands clasped in front of him. There was something about the way he looked at her that still seemed animal-like, almost feline.
“You won’t be crossing hundreds of miles of desert alone,” Narud said.
She thrust out her chin. “Why not? I can take care of myself. Anyway, why does it have to be him?”
“Because I must stay to keep an eye on the Betrayer, and Markal flew away with the griffin rider. There’s no one else.”
“It isn’t my idea,” Darik said. “But it must be done, so let’s get a start.”
“Why didn’t you fly off with the girl? Isn’t that what you wanted?”
It was dark, and so she couldn’t see the anger on his face before he looked away, but she knew it must be there. In fact, he must be fuming. A few months ago, he’d have snapped some childish thing at her, and right now she’d welcome it so she’d have a chance in turn to rail against the injustice of the situation. It was deflating that he refused to engage her.
Sofiana knew what her father would say. Probably Markal too. Whelan and Markal would say that Darik was maturing and that she could learn something from his silence.
“We’re going to travel together up the Spice Highway,” Darik said. “After we reach Balsalom, I’m going to rejoin the war.”
“So am I. If you think I’m going to stay cooped up in the khalifa’s palace—”
“I won’t decide that. But will you stay with me until then without running off?”
Sofiana stomped her foot. “I can take care of myself.”
“Sofiana,” Narud said in a voice that was equal parts exasperation and warning.
“Darik can stay with me, if he’d like, but if either of you think I need protection, you’re wrong. I have a dagger, I have money for food and a donkey, and I know how to take care of myself.” 
“Fine, I can travel with you, if that’s what you want to call it,” Darik said. “So long as you promise not to try to lose me.”
“If I wanted to, I’d do more than try.” She turned to Narud. “Now what? We’re way up here and the palace gates are way down there. And then there’s the city itself to escape. Meanwhile,” she added, hooking her thumb at Darik. “You’ve saddled me with this clumsy oaf. I’ll bet he can’t even climb a tree.”
“He can if he’s a cat,” Narud said.
“Wait!” she said, her heart thrilling. “Can I be a cat too?”
“I’d turn you into a bird,” Narud said, “but you’d forget who you were. Next thing you know, you’d be changing back into a human, but you’d be a hundred feet in the air. That never ends well.”
“I don’t care about that. Just change me into a cat. Oh, please!”
Narud began to rub his hands together as if to restore circulation. They were both pink and tender looking, as if he’d recently caused himself pain to enact some powerful magic or other.
“A quick warning,” he said. “If you get hungry, I would advise not eating the rats in the sultan’s sewers. You will feel ill when you change back. That’s a lesson I learned from personal experience. Now stand still both of you and try to think furry thoughts.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Markal and Daria flew all night. The golden griffin was a massive, powerful beast that would have had no trouble carrying them if not for its exhaustion from the heat. Even high above the desert floor, a relentless warm breeze drove in from the southeast. Markal was discouraged to see by the gray light of pre-dawn that they were still crossing the endless sandy wasteland. He’d hoped they would be above the rocky plains south of the khalifates by now.
And then daybreak arrived, and with it the flaming sun that rose above the desert plain. Perspiration began to run down Markal’s face, and thirst took hold of him. The poor girl was quickly drenched with sweat, and he let her drain the waterskins one after another.
Talon drooped lower and lower as they fought their way north. He let out a feeble cry that sounded to Markal’s ears like a plea for help. Daria whispered encouragement, but she looked discouraged and worried.
“We must find a place to stop,” Markal said.
She turned, her damp hair sticking to her skin, which was turning red. “There’s nowhere to stop,” she said. “We looked before. We have to fight through it.”
He knew she was right. Even the holes in the ground would be infested with giant centipedes and lizards big enough to attack a camel. And the whiff of something that smelled like charred wood caught his nose. He thought about the dragon Daria had driven out of the mountains and imagined it was lurking around here somewhere, recovering from its wounds. If it spotted them, they were in no shape to fight it or even to flee.
If Markal could smell the dragon, then no doubt Daria, with her sensitive nose, had done so as well.
On and on they flew, crawling sluggishly across the burning sky, until at last the air began to cool with the coming of afternoon and their gradual arrival in northern lands. The sands ended in a final sea of dunes and then turned to shrubs and savanna. After passing a seemingly endless number of dry ravines and gulches, they finally came upon a stream flowing out of the mountains. Here they rested briefly to bathe and refill their waterskins.
By nightfall they were in the grasslands south of Balsalom, still some twenty miles from the city. They stopped in the highest hills Daria could find. There, they found a dry cave, the interior cooler than the surrounding, scrub-covered hillside.
Daria took a sniff and grew wary, claiming that the cave smelled of a lion or some other large cat, but it didn’t seem to bother Talon. A lion would have to be both very hungry and very foolish to tackle a thousand pounds of beak, claw, and talon. Maybe one of the great saber-toothed cats of the north would try it, but even then Markal had his doubts.
The comet that Markal had spotted the previous night had grown until it was almost as bright as the waning crescent moon, and its tail stretched the width of his hand across the sky. He went outside for several minutes to puzzle over what it portended before returning to bed down with the griffin and its rider.
Autumn had come to the khalifates, and while the days were hot, the night was chilly enough that Markal almost wished he were brave enough to tuck himself under one of the griffin’s wings as Daria did. In the morning, both the girl and her mount were fresh and bursting with energy.
“Do you need to rest in Balsalom?” Markal asked as they took to the air again.
They could barely spare the time, but he found himself wondering if he could stop at Kallia’s palace to bathe and then have her servants rub the knots out of his muscles before he set out for yet another grueling journey, this one across the battlefield that had become the khalifates.
“By the Mountain Brother, no,” she said, sounding shocked. “I don’t want to go to Balsalom. All those people . . . no, I don’t need any rest. I’m feeling better than I have in days. Let’s keep flying.”
So they continued throughout the day, griffin and rider growing stronger as they flew north, keeping several miles to the west of Balsalom, which remained a golden ring of walls and towers in the distance. From there, they entered the lands of Cercia. They stopped only once, and this was for Talon to tear into a flock of goats. He devoured one entire animal himself, and Daria shared another, eating what seemed an entire haunch raw. Markal declined his share.
As they continued east, they caught signs of the war. The villages of eastern Cercia lay in ruins, their fields burned, their irrigation dams torn down, and the productive farmland downstream flooded. Clusters of refugees streamed either east or west on the road, and here and there they saw armies on the march. From their height atop the griffin, it was difficult to tell friend from foe, but King Whelan’s forces seemed to control the Tothian Way itself, while the countryside and cities of the central and eastern khalifates remained in the control of the dark wizard. The combined armies of Eriscoba and the western khalifates had bypassed them to cut straight toward the gates of Veyre itself, hoping to destroy the dark wizard before he could recover from his failed invasion of the Free Kingdoms.
But to Markal’s worried eye, it seemed that Whelan’s long supply chains were in danger of getting cut off by the enemy. The dark wizard may have lost much of his strength, but he still possessed several competent, ruthless generals such as Pasha Ismail, who had managed to control revolt in their lands and were sending armies to relieve Veyre.
Markal, Daria, and the griffin passed another night, this one atop a ruined tower in Chalfea near the town of Yoth. The wizard was exhausted, but he kept watch so they wouldn’t be caught unaware by brigands or enemy soldiers. In the middle of the night he was staring at the comet and fighting to stay awake when Daria stirred nearby.
“My watch,” she said. “Get some rest, friend.”
“You need your strength. You can’t fly all day without a good night of sleep.”
“And I’ve had one. I don’t need any more.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, dubious.
“I feel better now, Talebearer. I could travel day and night if I had to. I’m half inclined to leave you with King Whelan and fly back to Marrabat to look for Darik.”
“Don’t do that. You’re too important to the war.”
She laughed, a high, happy sound that warmed his old heart, and patted his hand. “Don’t sound so worried. I can’t cross that desert again only because my heart wants to. I know what must be done—I’ll fly to the mountains to prepare our people for another struggle. Darik can look for me there.”
“I’m sure he will come find you as soon as he can.”
“I know he will. He loves me.”
The boy had natural magic flowing in his body, and Markal was reluctant to give him up as an apprentice. But it grew increasingly clear that Darik would never be a true wizard. He didn’t have the desire, and without the desire, the discipline would forever be left wanting. But neither would he become a Knight Temperate, as Whelan hoped. It seemed that Darik was choosing a different path than either of his former companions desired.
“That’s a deep sigh,” Daria said.
“Did I do that out loud?” He considered. “You mother would say that Darik can never be a true griffin rider. His blood is too thin, he doesn’t have your balance and fearlessness in the air. He will smell wrong to the griffins.”
“She has said all of those things, and more,” Daria admitted. “But I don’t believe them, and neither do you.”
“How can you be sure?”
“You don’t fool me, my friend. Darik thinks you’ve tried to keep us apart, but I know you really brought us together. Narud’s head is filled with the nonsense of whatever animal form he most recently assumed, but you knew full well what would happen when you had me bathe in front of Darik, and then left us alone. You knew that I would suggest that Darik marry me and he would do it too.”
Markal shrugged, embarrassed. “I’m a sentimental old fool.”
“I was so excited—once I felt better, I mean.” A hint of worry entered her voice. “I hope I didn’t pressure him.”
“Darik wanted it, believe me.” Markal hesitated. “So the two of you . . . you got married after the manner of your people?”
This time it was Daria who let out a long, weary sigh. “No, we never did. We tried! But that girl interrupted us. The king’s daughter. I don’t think she understood or maybe she would have waited until we were done.”
“I’m sure she would have interrupted anyway. Sofiana’s mind is turned to whatever Sofiana wants at that moment. And she’s jealous of Darik.”
“Jealous?” Daria shook her head. “I don’t understand this word very well. Sofiana is so young, I didn’t think . . . do you mean she wants Darik for herself?”
“No, nothing like,” he said quickly. “It’s akin to the jealousy one sibling has for another when they are fighting for their father’s attention.”
“Oh yes, I understand. Like two chicks competing to swallow the same regurgitated rabbit.”
“Um, yes. A little bit like that. Sofiana grew up with two fathers, and no father at all.”
This only confused Daria more, and since Markal didn’t see the harm in sharing what had happened, he explained. Whelan had fallen in love with his brother Daniel’s wife, and then consummated an illicit relationship with her. Sofiana was Whelan’s child, but had been raised as much by Daniel. The brothers had suffered a falling out over the incident that had lasted for several years, but it had never altered their shared affection for the girl.
After Markal finished, Daria fell silent, and he listened carefully to her breathing, thinking that she’d fallen back asleep. But then she cleared her throat. “I may die in this war, Markal, but I pray the Mountain Brother grant me my desire before I fall.”
“Don’t say that. You’re strong—you have as good a chance to survive as anyone.”
“But if I do fall,” she insisted, “I must marry Darik first. I won’t die without taking him as my mate. That would be too cruel.”
#
Daria’s superior eyesight spotted King Whelan’s encampment from several miles away, and she brought Talon diving down from above before Markal knew what had drawn her attention. He was holding on for dear life, the wind whipping at his face, and couldn’t get the young woman’s attention as he tried to warn her not to get too close to the encampment. Skittish archers might launch a hail of arrows before they realized she was no enemy.
But he needn’t have worried, as Daria seemed to have recognized this very threat. She swooped back and forth over the camp, just beyond arrow range. A handful of shafts launched in their direction, but none came close to reaching them. While they flew, Markal took the opportunity to inspect the king’s forces.
Whelan had seized a castle atop a hill overlooking the Tothian Way, but the bulk of the encampment stretched beyond the castle walls. The entire hillside was a sea of tents, men sparring, horses, wagons. From there, the army stretched east and west along the Way itself, and a second hill roughly a mile distant was the sight of construction, where hundreds of men were laboring to build a second fortification, this one of wood towers and trenches.
Daria kept circling as if to allow word to pass through the encampment before she brought them down, but after several minutes Markal began to wonder if she were not simply afraid of the sheer number of people below. She had battled ferociously at Sleptstock and Arvada earlier in the summer, but in the sky against dragons, dragon wasps, and their riders. Never down among the massed armies on the ground.
Markal pointed at the castle and told her to land atop the walls. The banner of Arvada, a gold tower against a white background, snapped from the highest tower, and armored figures on the wall-walk at the battlements shielded their eyes to study the griffin and its riders as they approached. Men went scrambling for cover as Talon screamed in for a landing, but no arrows came in their direction.
Daria dropped effortlessly from the back of the golden griffin, which gripped the stone with his talons, eying the men in the bailey and screaming. Markal struggled to dismount without being pitched off or knocked over the edge by the batting wings. Daria shoved her fingers into Talon’s feathers and ordered him to calm down.
When Markal was down, he stretched and groaned, and brushed away the hair and feathers. Two men came striding into the bailey below, one tall and muscular, the other barrel-chested with a thick, bushy beard and arms the size of Daria’s slender thighs. The tall man was King Whelan and the heavier man Hoffan, the former lord of Montcrag. The two men scaled the exterior staircase to the castle walls, then made their way around the battlements toward the newcomers.
Meanwhile, outside the walls, dozens of people came surging up to the edge of the stone curtain to stare up and jabber excitedly at the griffin on the walls. The tumult below only made both Talon and Daria more skittish. By the time Whelan arrived, it was all the young woman could do to keep her griffin from launching himself skyward.
Whelan and Daria exchanged greetings from a distance before the woman climbed back onto her mount and lifted skyward. She circled overhead, shouting her goodbyes to Markal. Then she sped off to the west, chased by the stares of an entire army.
Markal was sad to see her go.
He turned back to his friends, who were grinning as they came in to embrace him. Whelan had a tired, grim look about him. His gray eyes, always penetrating, now carried an extra wariness. The sun had tanned his skin, and he was more lean than he had been, which gave his nose an aquiline hook to it. He was still handsome, but in a severe, regal manner that belied the warm, generous person the wizard had come to know over the years.
Hoffan, on the other hand, seemed to be profiting from the war. The mountain lord certainly hadn’t been skipping meals, although much of what Markal initially took for fat was really thick muscles about his shoulders and upper arms. That barrel shape reminded Markal of the barbarian tribes who lived north of the Free Kingdoms, much of their blood evidently flowing in his veins.
“We shouldn’t be so happy to see you, old friend,” Hoffan said. “You never bring good news. It’s always one disaster after another. What catastrophe has befallen us this time?”
Whelan’s eyes ranged over the wizard. “Maybe this time is different.” But his expression said that he didn’t believe this at all.
And there was no use holding onto the bad news. Markal gave a grim shake of the head. “It’s about your brother Roderick.”
Whelan’s face fell. “Dead?”
“Worse than that.”
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
As the ravagers left Yoth, the screams of children clutching their cauterized stumps reached Roderick’s ears, while bereaved mothers wailed a long, terrible dirge for their crippled sons and daughters. The smell of blood and burning flesh lingered in Roderick’s nostrils. When they reached the road, Pradmort inclined his head slightly and let his horse fall a half-length behind Roderick’s.
An unspoken signal passed through the ravagers, and Roderick sensed a new deference from both the speaking ravagers and the mindless alike.
“Where to, my lord?” Pradmort asked.
Now I am the captain of these men. I will lead the undead to war.
“We cannot risk the roads, so we’ll ride across the countryside. The master is calling us, and the enemy will seek to harry and delay.”
#
Outwardly, Roderick was a snarling, demanding captain as they continued east. Inside, he writhed in torment, horrified beyond measure by his own actions. He killed without mercy or quarter, he burned fields and slaughtered livestock to deny aid to those who had been his allies. Once, he even tortured a young goat herder to extract information about the best pathway through a stretch of badlands ahead of them. When he had what he wanted, he threw the boy off a cliff and left his broken body lying in the dirt at the bottom to be eaten by scavengers. He’d have sooner hurled himself off the cliff instead.
Word of their passage must have spread, because soon they found themselves under attack from the direction of the Tothian Way. First came probing advances from fifty or sixty men mounted on camel or horse. These riders would engage briefly, then melt away when Roderick turned to give battle. Wary of a trap, he refused to give pursuit.
He sensed an alert mind on the other end of this threat. Someone familiar. It was his brother Whelan. And the attacks served to delay his ride, which allowed Whelan to muster larger and larger forces to engage him. Soon, he was facing assault by eighty or a hundred, then two hundred, then entire armies. Forces large enough to surround and destroy him. Every one of his men was worth two Knights Temperate or ten common soldiers, but soon he was facing these kinds of odds and worse. In one narrow escape, he rode over a stone bridge crossing the Arnor River to discover fifty pikemen bracing themselves, while in the distance a force of several hundred horsemen came racing down the plain to give reinforcements.
Roderick ordered a charge across the bridge. Pikes might impale his men, but they couldn’t kill what was already dead. Only a beheading or immolation could stop a ravager. Even so, he lost five of his fifty-eight men in the fight. They narrowly slipped up the road ahead of the mass of cavalry, but Roderick was forced to ride deep into the night, even as they heard the Harvester closing behind.
The closer Roderick came to Veyre, the stronger he grew. When he turned his face toward the city, he could feel something like a warm, beckoning breeze flowing across the plain. It flooded through his body, eased his aches and pains, and seemed to give strength to their horses as well. It was their lord and master, King Toth, sending his magic out to aid their passage.
The extra speed helped Roderick evade two cleverly placed traps. The first, still a day’s ride from Veyre, caught him unaware. He crested a hill at the head of his company to discover a small army of slaves from the nearest city digging a huge trench lined with sharpened stakes, while several dozen riders were forming a line to intercept him. If Roderick had been moving at the pace of the previous few days, he’d have arrived much later in the afternoon and would have no doubt stumbled into well-defended fortifications. As it was, the ravagers slaughtered their way through the reinforced position and were fleeing east before the enemy had a chance to rally its troops.
The final time, Roderick was supposedly in Veyrian-controlled territory at last, but came trotting down the Tothian Way to see a mass of Kratian camel riders thundering out of a dry gulch where they’d been lying in ambush. There were several hundred of the dark-skinned desert warriors, perfectly placed to cut off Roderick’s men. The plan was no doubt to hold him in place while the enemy could bring additional forces to bear.
But there was so much power surging from the Dark Citadel this close to Veyre that Roderick simply angled his riders away from the road. Horses that should have been weary with exhaustion now flew like racehorses through the wheat fields opposite. The camel riders were unable to close the gap before Roderick slipped by to the south. The camel riders could do nothing more than pull up and aim their bows at the fleeing ravagers.
Roderick had ordered his knights to cast aside their armor two days earlier so as to speed their passage, and one of the arrows buried into his shoulder. Pain shot through his body, but he didn’t grimace or cry out. Left hand on the reins, he grasped the arrow shaft with his right and tore it out. More excruciating pain. But the wound didn’t bleed, and the flesh sealed itself shut. The pain passed.
There were no other obstacles before they reached Veyre. The streets of the city were crowded with hundreds of refugees and thousands of slaves and other prisoners of war. Ships clogged the harbor, bringing in supplies to provision the hundreds of thousands of people otherwise cut off by the combined armies of their enemies.
Soldiers, citizens, and slaves all parted from the path of the ravagers. Faces stared up at Roderick in fear and awe. One deaf old fellow didn’t seem to notice Roderick and his men bearing down on them, or at least didn’t have a chance to get off the road with his heavy bundle of cloth before the ravagers were upon him. Roderick ordered one of his lieutenants to lower his spear and clear the man by force. His lieutenant impaled the laggard, hoisted him off the ground, and tossed him against the stone buildings that lined the road. There was no additional need for bloodshed, and soon they were within the walls of the Dark Citadel itself, where the black tower loomed above them.
From here flowed the power that had called Roderick to Veyre and strengthened his ride. Why Toth didn’t simply give commands from afar, he couldn’t tell. All he knew was that he had been summoned and was to approach the tower alone.
#
I am dead. Let me suffer no more.
The words came to Roderick’s lips as he approached the steps to the black tower of the Dark Citadel, where it thrust into the sky above the city of Veyre. It was a looming, oppressive thing, like a massive, fire-blackened fist jutting defiantly toward the heavens. The former palace of the high khalif of Veyre—itself a massive building—had been dismantled and turned into a outer fortress to protect the tower and the inner courtyards.
A storm was brewing off the coast, and waves pounded the seawall of the citadel with the force of armored mammoths. The storming sea mirrored the turmoil in Roderick’s breast.
By the Brothers, let me go.
Again, the words were at Roderick’s lips, but unspoken. No sound came from his voice unless allowed by his dark master. And King Toth would not permit him to speak. Not yet.
“Go,” Pradmort urged. “Take the stairs. Our master awaits.”
Roderick felt invincible, even as he screamed inside, fighting and losing every effort to control his limbs. With each killing since leaving Yoth, his chains had grown heavier. They now felt like the lead roof of a king’s manor as he trudged up the stairs of the tower.
Several dozen ravagers in armor milled in the courtyard below, looking up at him as he approached the heavy black iron doors, the metal hammered with ancient cartouches of power. There were no other guards or troops within the walls of the citadel; all other servants of Toth had fled when the undead knights appeared.
The tower wasn’t like the slender stone towers of its opposite in Arvada, on the other side of the Dragon’s Spine, on the far end of the Tothian Way. Instead, it was shaped like the ancient ziggurats whose ruins he’d spotted among the khalifates during his journey. It began with a massive base, a square made of tens of thousands of black bricks. This supported another, slightly smaller square of bricks, which supported another square, and so on up to the top, some three or four hundred feet high. In the khalifates, the ruined ziggurats he’d spotted had been scaled by external stone staircases climbing the sides, one level to the next up to the top, where there was usually a decaying temple.
This tower, on the other hand, had a single exterior staircase that only climbed the base level. There, Roderick found a pair of massive black iron doors. He put his hands on the metal, unsure how to open them—they were too big for one man, or even ten, to push open.
The doors grew hot beneath his touch. Soon, it was almost painful, but he couldn’t pull away. He could feel the spells testing him, protecting whatever was inside. After a few seconds, they swung open of their own volition. He stepped across the threshold. Oil lamps lit a long hallway that led into the interior of the tower. The doors banged shut, and he squinted into the shadows while his eyes adjusted.
A wizard in a gray robe stood in the hallway in front of him. Cartouches of power and the figure of a leering, naked man with gaping, bloody wounds had been embroidered into the fabric.
“Who are you?” Roderick demanded.
“Master Slevmort, head of the torturers guild, a servant of our lord and master. Go to the throne room. Our lord will see you there.”
“Where?”
“Keep walking until you can walk no more.”
Again, why didn’t Roderick know this already? He’d felt Toth ordering him to Veyre these past eleven days. He had no control over his body. Only his thoughts were his own. So why had he been compelled to ask these questions? Why didn’t he simply find the throne room without need for communication?
The hallway was long and narrow, lined with smoky, flickering torches. There were no windows, and at first no side passageways or rooms. Only stone, down a passageway the width of two men walking side by side, and twice the height of a man. It should have been cool behind and beneath all that stone, but instead it grew hotter and hotter until Roderick was gasping for breath.
A sound reached his ears, at first no louder than a lover’s sigh, but soon it became like voices calling from a distance. Then he realized that the calls were really screams, as of men and women in great agony. Shortly after that, he came upon the first cells. They lined the hallway on either side. Three or four prisoners were kept chained to the walls in each room, some with their arms stretched above their heads, while others were allowed to crouch miserably on the ground with manacles holding them in place.
Some of the prisoners moaned or called out for water, but none of them were screaming. The screams came from deeper inside. And soon they were so loud that Roderick wanted to slap his hands over his ears. He reached the throne room and the source of the noise.
The throne room was the largest interior space Roderick had ever seen, about three times as wide as a typical banquet hall and with a ceiling so high that it was lost in the gloom some 150 or 200 feet overhead. A huge pit of coals, maybe a hundred feet across, sat in the center of the room, filling the air with choking smoke. A heavy, sweating man fed charcoal into the fire from a wheelbarrow, while three others pumped bellows to keep the fire hot. Five other men, wearing long gray robes and red cartouches of power—wizards of the torturers guild like Slevmort—encircled the pit, chanting with their hands outstretched.
A massive contraption of chains and pulleys stretched above the fire pit. Dangling from the chains were as many as two dozen iron cages. Naked men and women lay prone in these cages, which held their limbs outstretched. The cages sat in different positions above the fire, from high in the room to only eight or ten feet above the glowing coals. Those closest to the fire screamed and moaned as the shimmering heat roasted them alive, crackling and splitting their flesh like the sizzling skin of a pig on a skewer. One of the figures, skin crisped and sex organs burned away in the heat, had stopped screaming and lay there staring down at the fire through blackened eyeballs, moaning feebly as fat dripped from the flesh. One of the torturers waved at a slave operating a crank, and the slave hoisted the burning figure up again. The other torturers lifted their voices in a chant.
Roderick was unsure whether the wizards were extracting magic from the pain of the tortured, or if they were laboring to keep them alive. Either way, it was the most horrific thing he’d ever seen and his stomach churned and heaved. He tried to reach for his sword, crying in rage within his own head that he would hack down these torturers and throw them into the flames. He moved his hand to his sword hilt. There it froze, unable to move.
Meanwhile, he couldn’t so much as tear his gaze away from the atrocity. Bodies lowered and raised in turn, and all the while the bellows kept heaving while the torturers chanted and the victims screamed and screamed.
At last he was released, and he looked across the room. There he saw the dark wizard for the first time.
King Toth sat naked on a throne of smooth black iron, his hands clenching the arm rests. He had no hair anywhere on his body: no beard, no hair on head or chest, no eyebrows even. Apart from this strange hairlessness, there was something about the curve of his lips and his cheekbones that reminded Roderick of Markal or Chantmer the Tall. But his skin was a strange, shimmering color that confused Roderick at first. His eyes glittered as he stared at the scene of torture ahead of him.
The chains over the glowing coals clanked, lifting one victim from torture, and dropping another, begging for mercy, toward it. The pleas soon gave way to screams.
Toth sighed, and while Roderick watched, a glowing snake writhed across his bare arms. It curved around his shoulder and encircled his chest. The head of the snake seemed to burrow into the dark wizard’s chest, and soon it had disappeared. Toth sighed again.
This was the source of Toth’s power, Roderick knew, these voices lifting in pain and torment. It flowed into the dark wizard and fueled his magic. It was how he had drawn the ravagers across the Desolation of Toth and through the khalifates, how he had sent out his power to strengthen Roderick and his forces when the enemy sought to encircle and destroy them.
Toth turned his head and eyed Roderick.
“Come, my servant.” His voice was deep and layered, as if five men were speaking at once through his mouth.
Roderick approached obediently. Equal measures of revulsion and adoration mingled in his breast. He fought a savage battle to reclaim his will.
He is standing before you, defenseless. Take up your sword, cut him down. End the war.
Instead, he heard his voice ask, “What is your will, my lord?”
“You are my captain, my champion.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“When I have regained my strength, you will lead my armies back across the plains. You will command giants, dragons. Even the wights of Aristonia shall obey your command. Together, we will throw down the enemy and cast his cities in ruin. The enemy taunts us from Arvada—this we will leave as a second desolation, to remain barren for a thousand years.”
“All that will glorify your name, my lord. This I will do.”
“First, we must drive off the enemy that assaults our gates. Pasha Ismail has gathered a powerful army that will sweep down from the north to drive a wedge between the barbarians and the Balsalomian traitors. Then, while they are divided, you will—”
Toth stopped and closed his eyes as another serpent of power writhed on his skin. From behind Roderick came screams and the smell of burning flesh.
Now! Kill him now!
Roderick could not move.
When the glowing snake had burrowed into his chest, and light shimmered across his skin once more, King Toth opened his eyes and smiled. “I can read your thoughts, my slave. Pradmort was wrong—you are not fully given over to my command.”
“My soul struggles, but I obey, my lord and king.”
“Yes, I know. And soon, what rebellion lies within your heart will be forever extinguished and you will serve as my champion forever. There is only one more thing you must do.”
“Anything for you. What is your command?”
“While Ismail assaults the enemy army, you will sweep through his forces like a scythe cutting wheat. You will ride, sacrificing whatever of your forces you must until you find your brother. When you have King Whelan before you, then you will plunge your sword through his heart and destroy him. You will bring me his sword.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Markal followed Whelan on foot to the top of the grassy hill. It was one of several hills north of the Tothian Way opposite the castle where the king had made his headquarters. From the air, Markal had noticed something strangely uniform about the way the hills rose from the plains, but he hadn’t immediately recollected what it was about these hills that was special.
This particular hill was too far removed from the Tothian Way to serve a strategic value except as a lookout, and they had several of those already. Several companies of Balsalomian foot soldiers had encamped about the base, together with some Veyrian deserters recruited into the army, and when Whelan mentioned that the Veyrians claimed the hill was haunted, this had awakened something in Markal’s memory.
It was perhaps two miles on foot from the castle to the hill, and Whelan remained silent during their walk. The sun was dropping in the west, and already the insects were buzzing in the underbrush. Some of Markal’s worries evaporated as he passed through the camps. From the air, Whelan’s army had looked like chaos, a tumble of men and animals and supplies all pushing down the road to stop here like a stream blocked by a fallen log. But on the ground, he could see men drilling, a small army of fletchers and blacksmiths repairing and manufacturing the instruments of war, quartermasters gathering and cataloging great stores of food and supplies, captains and generals pouring over maps and receiving word from scouts who came racing in on horses, delivered dispatches, and then galloped off again on fresh mounts.
Whelan kept his face hidden behind his cloak to minimize interruptions until they reached the hill, but studied everything with a raptor’s gaze. When they climbed above the Balsalomians, he threw back his hood and looked down across the encampment, staring for a long moment toward the northeast.
“I don’t like the look of Lord Denys’s forces,” he said. “From this vantage, his flank looks weak. He’s guarding eighty wagons of wheat and beer—it’s a tempting target for raiders.” He glanced at Markal. “A dozen ravagers would stab through Denys like a spear to the heart.”
Before leaving the camp, Markal had shared the grim news about Captain Roderick and the growing strength of the ravagers that had claimed Whelan’s brother. Whelan’s face turned grim, and he shared his own news. He had been trying to destroy a band of ravagers over the past several days. On several occasions, he’d nearly trapped the undead knights before they finally reached the safety of Veyre. The dark wizard seemed unwilling to risk them in open combat, perhaps saving them as a reserve force for when Whelan reached the gates of the city itself.
“But you didn’t know their captain was your brother?” Markal had asked.
Whelan had bit down hard on his lip. “No,” he said through closed teeth.
“I am sorry.”
Whelan gave a curt nod.
Markal wondered if his old friend would have broken down and wept if he hadn’t been surrounded by Hoffan and a dozen other captains and adjutants. What’s more, the wizard now sensed that something else was troubling Whelan that had nothing to do with the ravagers. Markal glanced at the man’s sword, swinging from his side as they hiked, and guessed at the reason.
When the two men reached the top of the hill, the king looked at the ring of stones. His eyes widened, and some of his old curiosity shone through.
“I’ve heard nothing about this,” Whelan said. “How did you know this was here?”
“A good memory. You see a lot of different things over the course of four centuries.”
Of the standing stones, only three remained upright. The others had collapsed to the ground, some so long ago that they survived only as lumps beneath the grass. At one time, a great ring of stones had covered the hilltop, some three hundred feet across, but when Markal had seen it last, most of them had already fallen
Whelan eyed the tumbled ruin and let out a low whistle. “I’ve heard of standing stones, but never seen them.”
“Most of the rings were plundered for their stone hundreds of years ago. Here in the east, the Veyrians are too superstitious to come here, so some of them remain. And if you travel to the far north, you will see dozens of sites like this. Some remain more or less unchanged.”
“Who built them? King Toth?”
“This ring was already a thousand years old before the wars,” Markal told him. “As for who built them, nobody knows. Some think a great civilization of stone giants brought them here to honor their gods, but I doubt it. For one thing, I’ve never seen giants build anything that required cooperation. Only a thrackmole will bring giants together, and they only pick up stones long enough to bloody their opponents’ heads.”
The king ran a gloved hand along the smooth granite of the largest of the standing stones. Markal could still see the scored marks left by ancient chisels. An even larger stone lay at its feet, the surface poking above the grass. The wizard sat down on it and held out a hand.
“Hand me the sword.”
Whelan eyed him dubiously. “It’s dangerous. I don’t dare to draw it any longer.”
“Then unstrap the weapon and set it beside me. This is a thin place—it will serve my purpose.”
Whelan unstrapped the weapon and placed it on the stone. “A thin place?”
“There’s old magic here, faint but powerful. Listen, I can hear the clink of chisels, the voices whispering. Some ancient tongue—I don’t understand a word of it. But I hear it.”
Whelan cocked his head. After a moment, he shook it. “Only the wind and the insects.”
Markal eased Soultrup out of the sheath and stared at it without picking it up. It was a long, beautiful two-handed weapon of hammered steel, with a fine but unremarkable hilt and pommel. Nothing marked it by sight as unusual. An excellent weapon, yes, but it hardly seemed unique. Yet even without touching it, he could feel the magic radiating from the blade. There was something in it that whispered for him to draw it, a tugging at his hand. He was not a warrior and could resist this with ease, but what if it had been Darik sitting here? Surely he would have been irresistibly drawn to snatch it up.
“Who did you kill?” Markal asked.
“Nobody in particular, or at least nobody stronger than Pasha Malik.”
Malik was a ruthless general whose soul had been bound within the sword for hundreds of years. It was said he had started wars for no other reason than to gain captives for torture, deeds that were said to have inspired King Toth’s own cruelty. With Malik guiding it, Soultrup had been an evil weapon, gaining power and malice from the strongest, most wicked soul contained within. But as the blade cut a bloody path through the good and righteous, its character had gradually changed. And then it murdered Memnet the Great, the wisest and most powerful wizard in Aristonia, and its nature had flipped. Since then, it had been a force for good. Until now, perhaps.
“We fought three different battles as we pushed east,” Whelan continued. “I could already feel the sword pushing at me after the Battle of Arvada, but as we continued east, Soultrup turned slippery in my grasp. One moment it would feel six feet long, and I seemed ten feet tall and invincible, and the next it would turn aside at a dangerous point in the battle, as if it wanted me to be killed.” 
“The souls are warring for control,” Markal said. “With every servant of the enemy you kill, Malik gains an ally in his fight against Memnet the Great.”
“When we tore down the gates of the castle where you found me, we came face-to-face with a dozen of Toth’s torturers. We were beset by scimitars swinging in the air held by severed arms. A fireball burned six Knights Temperate to death. The ground swallowed up a company of horsemen.”
“That is powerful wizardry,” Markal said. “I wouldn’t have thought the torturers could draw that much strength.”
“Later, we found eighty people chained in the dungeon, many of them dead, but others still alive and suffering in the torturers’ infernal devices. The torturers had been drawing on the pain of their victims.” Whelan’s jaw clenched. “We won the battle, but it was costly. During the final skirmish, I cut down the master torturer. When his soul was bound to Soultrup, that was when I no longer dared to draw the sword. I can still feel Memnet the Great, but there is no question anymore. He is losing.
“But I don’t dare put it away either,” Whelan continued. “If it falls into another’s hands . . . ” He shook his head. “Perhaps it should be destroyed.”
“No. It is our tool against the dark wizard, the key to banishing him from Mithyl forever.”
Whelan didn’t answer, but looked down the hill to the thousands of men stretching in the vales toward the Tothian Way.
“So that is when your army stalled?” Markal prodded.
“We were already grinding to a halt. I’d outmarched our supply lines, could no longer carry our wounded forward, and didn’t have enough strength to hold the Tothian Way if I continued. I received word from Balsalom that Kallia had raised another three thousand men, and that more could be expected from the Free Kingdoms by the end of the month. Since then I have been reinforcing and consolidating my hold before I begin the final push.”
“Hmm.” Markal considered. “Unfortunately, the enemy is also gaining strength. We flew above several enemy armies marching along your northern and western flanks.”
“So my scouts have reported,” Whelan said. “I had hoped the eastern khalifates would collapse or come over.They must see that the dark wizard promises only oppression and servitude. But most are still loyal to Toth.”
“The enemy is rebuilding his strength,” Markal offered. “If they revolt, and he wins, they will be tortured and then worked to death. And now we have Chantmer the Tall to face as well. If Narud doesn’t deal with him, we may find a second enemy at our underbelly, marching up the Spice Road.”
Whelan looked worried at this. His wife was in Balsalom, sending many of the men and nearly all of the supplies that were feeding his army, but this left her exposed to enemies crossing the desert from the sultanates.
“Pasha Ismail’s forces are the more immediate threat,” Whelan said. “He has giants and mammoths and as many as ten thousand fresh men. We have to turn him back. If he is allowed to reinforce Veyre, we’ll be driven back a hundred miles.” Again, he looked down across the plains below the hill, eyes ranging across his formations.
“You have an army to lead,” Markal said. He eyed Soultrup, still lying on the stone next to him. “Can you leave me with the sword?”
“Take the cursed thing—I’ll be glad to be done with it.”
Markal gave a sad smile. “No, my friend. I am afraid it is your burden to bear. And bear it you must.”
“Then I will be glad to be rid of it for an hour, if that is all you will give me.”
#
When Whelan had retreated down the hillside, Markal stared at Soultrup for some time before touching the weapon. It was almost dark, and he didn’t want to sit here all night when he could be resting in the castle, but he needed to work up his nerve. He’d never cared to meddle with the dead. Cragyn, from the order, had been obsessed with wights. That obsession had destroyed him; the dead King Toth had seized his body and made it his own.
When it was dark and the comet had spread its growing veil across the sky, Markal removed Memnet’s Orb from the inner pocket where he’d carried it since leaving Marrabat. He held the cool, smooth glass in his right hand. With his left, he picked up the sword by the hilt.
He had never heard the souls in the sword, but at times when he’d used his magic while standing next to Whelan, he had caught a glimpse of what looked like blue smoke curling around the blade. He had long wondered how he could communicate with the souls inside without seizing the weapon and making it his own. Here, in this thin place, he stood a better chance, but he needed something more. He hoped he had come up with a good answer.
The words of the spell came to his mind, the force drawn not from his hand but from the magic stored in the orb. The spell was the same one Aristonian wizards had used in the Tothian Wars to reveal wights in the enemy’s army.
Revelamun lemures terrae. In the old tongue: “Wights of the land, show yourselves.”
The sword cast a cool blue glow that mingled with the comet light overhead. Voices whispered in his mind, a jumble of languages and words that sounded like the surf casting itself along the shoreline. His vision blurred. One voice rose above the others.
“Markal,” the voice said. “You have come to my kingdom. Bow and worship me.”
It was cold and cruel, and with the voice came a blanket of fear. Hundreds of other voices—malignant and evil—joined in an insistent demand that he fall to his knees. It was all he could do not to wail in despair and cast the sword away.
Just when Markal couldn’t stand it any longer, the darkness lifted. A feeling of peace descended on his shoulders, and a bright light flared in the middle of his vision. He blinked at the light, and when he opened his eyes again, everything had changed.
He stood in the midst of a garden. Flowering bushes crowded the pebbled path on which he stood, bees circling their blossoms. The noon sun hung overhead, welcoming and warm.
The path stretched ahead of him, enveloping a pair of fountains, and then disappeared between two hedges. After a moment of hesitation, Markal followed the path. The last remnants of fear dissipated, and his spirits lifted higher than they had in weeks.
He thought at first that he stood in the Fair Land, or at least a reproduction, but Aristonia had a distinctive smell: honey and wood mixed with a dark earthy scent. This land, however beautiful, had a different smell altogether, not nearly so rich. But still green and very alive.
“So, what now?” he said aloud.
Was his body still sitting on the cool slab among the standing stones, as the night grew chill and his limbs turned rigid and stiff? Perhaps, but the warm breeze on his face was no dream, the scent of flowers in the garden as real as anything he’d ever felt.
With nothing else to do, he continued along the path, feeling drawn, beckoned by some force or being. 
The garden grew more lush, the fountains more sublime as the path wandered up and over knolls, past ruined stone walls and towers covered with ivy. Chanting voices came to his ears, men and women speaking in the old tongue. Four hundred years peeled away, and Markal remembered standing in Memnet’s presence as a young man, remembered the endless lessons in writing, language, and history. But he remembered the voices more than anything. Memnet the Great taught his youngest apprentices through repetition, voices chanting the same lines over and over until they hardened into memory.
Markal came upon these training apprentices a few moments later. They sat in an open-air pavilion, ringed by ivy-covered columns, some twenty men and half a dozen women with crossed legs and closed eyes.
“A garden is more than harvest. It is sowing, weeding, watering. A garden is more than harvest . . . ”
A smile came to Markal’s lips. One of the earliest lessons, and also Memnet’s favorite saying. His old friend and teacher was nearby. Markal continued walking and soon came upon a second pavilion.
And there he saw a person who had not lived for four hundred years, not since a ravager had thrust Soultrup into his chest. The greatest and most powerful wizard ever to walk the surface of Mithyl. Markal’s own teacher and master.
Memnet the Great.
 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
Chantmer glanced up as his servant admitted Faalam into the chambers, and he felt a glow of satisfaction to see the eunuch’s weakened appearance. Faalam shivered even though the coals smoking in the braziers heated the room warmer than the rest of the palace. A tremble played at his lips and hands, and his skin had turned as pale as an Eriscoban’s. The silver bite had worked its effect beautifully.
Chantmer sat on a bed of nails wearing only a loincloth. A man used needles to sketch a new tattoo onto his right shoulder, a quotation of the Martyr in the old script. Over the past week, tattoos had crept further and further over his body, until they encircled his upper arms, neck, and shoulders like coiling snakes. Soon, he would look no different than the other mages under Roghan’s command.
His strength was returning even as he mastered the art of binding his magic to the tattoos in his skin. And yet he hadn’t lost the ability to wither his hands for an immediate surge of power. He swore he would regain his position as the most powerful wizard in the land, capable of bending the proud wizards of the order to his will, as well as subdue these arrogant southern mages.
Chantmer eased himself from the nails and rose to his feet as Faalam approached.
Faalam bowed low. “I apologize for leaving your side, learned master.” A tremor passed through his voice. “I have not felt well.”
Chantmer took Faalam by the hands as if worried the man would stagger and fall. More of the silver bite worked from Chantmer’s skin into his enemy’s.
“You are ill? Perhaps you should return to your bed. You will overexert yourself.”
Faalam pulled away and sat on the pillows by the door. “Not ill. Poisoned.”
“Really?” Chantmer acted alarmed. “Is there an assassin in the palace?”
The eunuch stared back through narrowed eyes. “Never you worry, wizard. My strength returns already. A few more days, and I will return fully to health. Some may be disappointed to hear it.”
“Master?” the tattooist asked Chantmer. He was a slender man with delicate hands and a shaved head. One of the lesser mages. “Shall we continue?”
Chantmer looked to Faalam for the answer to this question.
“I must speak with you alone,” the eunuch said.
The poison had flushed any subtlety from Faalam’s system. Indeed, Chantmer wondered if his senses had not already begun to deteriorate. He’d never before shown interest in speaking with Chantmer about anything, merely following and watching.
“Very well.” He waved his hand to dismiss the tattooist. The man gathered his needles and inks and left the room.
Chantmer doused the coals in the brazier with a ladle of water from the bucket, which sent steam hissing into the air. He drew back the curtains and let in a breeze that flushed the worst of the stifling heat and the smell of burning incense. Chantmer’s chamber sat on the second story above the Courtyard of Contemplation, around which sat other meditation chambers.
Chantmer stretched his muscles slowly by the window before turning his attention back to the eunuch. Faalam shivered again and frowned at the open window. He couldn’t possibly be cold in this heat.
“This business of yours, it must be urgent to pull you from bed when you are so ill.”
“Urgent enough if we don’t deal with the situation.”
Chantmer raised an eyebrow. “We? Are we allies now?” 
Faalam coughed into his hand before continuing. “This woman. She deftly turns aside the sultan’s attentions of weightier matters. He forgets his purposes, which purposes, I remind you, are yours and mine as well.”
This news surprised Chantmer. He hadn’t been paying attention to the machinations in the palace since Sofiana disappeared three days earlier. Instead, he had been playing a cat and mouse game with Narud, quite literally. Once Chantmer recognized his old rival’s magical scent—subtle and very nearly missed entirely—and discovered that the other wizard was slinking around as a big gray cat, he’d amused himself by casting minor spells on mice, rats, and other palace vermin and sending them out for Narud to hunt.
“You mean the princess?”
“Yes, Marialla Saffa,” Faalam said irritably. He glared up at Chantmer from where he’d sunk to the pillows. “Who else would I be talking about?”
“She is a nobody, only the pawn of the khalifa. The princess commands no armies and masters no guilds. And she is not so delicate in age as the child, so how could she possibly turn the attentions of the sultan?”
“Mufashe’s tastes are large and wide-ranging. He is a man of appetites, and this woman appeals to them. This is the sultan’s undoing. He is distracted from his purpose.”
“Which is?”
Faalam frowned and turned away.
“The sultan sent messengers across the desert to ask for her hand, did he not?” Chantmer prodded. “So that a political alliance would be formed between Balsalom and Marrabat. Or was that Balsalom’s idea?”
“What was offered was a political alliance. Perhaps another outlet for his lust, at most. But nothing more.”
This grew interesting. “Is Mufashe smitten with the woman, is that your claim?”
Again, the eunuch didn’t answer.
“Very well,” Chantmer said. “Keep your own counsel. But if the sultan’s appetites turned so easily from the girl to the princess, then if you were to remove the princess, he would simply find some other pretty thing to occupy his attention. Does it matter who?”
“Of course it matters. For all of the girl’s spirit, she was still a child. Her goals were single-minded and transparent.”
Not so transparent, my friend. You never suspected the poison until it was too late.
Faalam paused to catch his breath. A fleck of bloody spittle hung on his lip. Chantmer hoped he had the decency to wait until the conversation ended before vomiting up his innards and dying.
After a moment, the eunuch regained his composure. “Who knows what game Marialla plays? It is a game, of that I am certain.”
“Is she stirring up trouble?”
“She’s playing the sultan’s sons against each other. They are as grasping and treacherous as their father. We may have civil war on our hands if we don’t do something. Indeed, it may already be too late. The eldest has withdrawn to his lands outside the city and begun raising men.”
“All of this in a few days?” Chantmer said, alarmed.
He had heard whisperings of factions among Mufashe’s sons from Roghan and the other mages, but had no idea that Marialla could cause such trouble, and in so little time. She must be dealt with. But he certainly didn’t want to suggest poisoning the woman in front of the sultan’s chief adviser, and it occurred to him that this might be a good thing, if he could figure out how to turn it to his advantage.
“What then?” he asked. “Do you have a plan to diffuse this situation?”
“First, consider one other problem.” Faalam coughed wetly into his hand before continuing. “We may suddenly find a Balsalomian army marching south on the Spice Road, or a host of Knights Temperate riding through the mountain passes. Pasha Boroah still commands several thousand men.”
“Because of the girl.”
“Yes. She will have tales to tell.”
“Fah!” Chantmer laughed. The silver bite had indeed damaged the eunuch’s mind. “I know the girl is resourceful, but you surely cannot believe that she can cross hundreds of miles of desert by herself. And there are garrisons of men and tax collectors who have received word of the missing girl. They will find her and return her. Anyway, what could she possibly tell Balsalom?”
“That you are vying for control of Marrabat.”
“Nonsense. Who told you that?”
“Whispers, gossip.”
“Don’t believe everything you hear.”
Faalam rose to his feet and turned toward the arched doorway. “What I do believe, Chantmer the Betrayer, is that you are a wicked and treacherous man who will stop at nothing in his pursuit of personal glory.” 
Rage swept over him. “I am not Chantmer the Betrayer!” he cried as the man bowed and ducked out of the room. He raised his hand to punish the man, then thought better of it and let the eunuch go. Faalam was dying already; he was not worth Chantmer’s precious magic and the risk of a scimitar at his neck if he killed the sultan’s adviser.
Only after he settled back onto the bed of nails did he begin to wonder. Why had Faalam told him all of this? He hadn’t asked Chantmer’s advice at any time, but had given information without cost, and in Chantmer’s experience, Marrabatti rarely committed such follies, let alone the eunuch. He shuffled the pieces of the conversation in his mind and then settled on one interesting detail.
If the sultan’s sons all vied for the throne, perhaps Chantmer could turn one of them to his own advantage. Or better still, he could turn the princess. Roghan concerned himself too much with his order of mages, the sultan with his various sexual interests, and whatever Faalam schemed would die when the man did. That left Chantmer to control the throne. Control the throne, and he could take Balsalom as well, and then he would have the power to unify Mithyl to fight against the dark wizard in Veyre.
And yet, it occurred to him that perhaps Faalam wanted him to turn his attention to the throne. Perhaps he had led Chantmer to that very conclusion. He considered for a moment, but couldn’t think of why the eunuch would wish such a thing. Indeed, it didn’t matter anyway. The man would soon be dead. 
 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
Sofiana never had any intention of traveling up the Spice Road with Darik. She remembered when she’d passed through the Desolation of Toth last summer with Whelan, Markal, and Darik, and the boy had proved worthless at best. He was a naive city boy, and though he’d been enslaved when her father and the wizard rescued him, he’d proved himself a slow learner. Yes, he had been training and fighting since the beginning of the war, but how much could one person learn in so short a time?
So when the two cats slipped out of Marrabat through the sewers and entered the desert, she was already thinking about how she could lose him. Darik led her up the road a couple of miles and into a village of mud and straw houses. She could smell wild animals creeping by in the darkness, and some of them would be able to smell her too. Darik found a farmer’s shed, the walls crumbling and gaps eroded in the foundation. He squirmed in and meowed for her to follow. Once inside, his glowing eyes gave her a significant look, and then he cast his gaze toward the corner, where a collection of broken tools would provide refuge until they transformed back into humans.
Sofiana obeyed everything he told her, but as soon as he was curled up and asleep, his breath emerging in a low rumble, she sprang silently to her paws and made for the gap in the wall. Once outside, she ran down the empty street and toward the highway. Along toward morning, she found herself a girl once again. Her dagger remained beneath her robe, together with the coin purse King Daniel had given her.
When the sun climbed into the sky, she found herself on foot trudging up an empty road, surrounded by the vast, sandy desert. There was no sign of Darik.
#
Late on the first morning after escaping Darik’s watchful eye, she entered a village where she passed off a few Balsalomian dinarii for waterskins and supplies. A few miles up the road, she came upon one of the fortress-like caravanserai that lodged and protected travelers on the Spice Road, and here she stole a camel from some Kratians. After that she thought it wise to stay off the highway and travel the desert alone.
That night when she slept in the open air, she woke to hear a desert owl hooting softly to the south. A moment later, another owl hooted to her east. Another hoot from the first owl, followed by a third owl. Sofiana reached into her robes to pull out her dagger and remained perfectly still while silently begging her camel to remain asleep. The hoots came too regularly for owls and sounded to her ears like a systematic search. Mufashe’s men, or the Kratians looking for the stolen camel? She remained in place until the owl hooted again further to the north.
The next morning she was more cautious, watching constantly and taking the camel along the windward sides of dunes. The blowing sand irritated the camel and worked its way underneath the edge of the turban wrapped around her mouth, but it would sweep away her tracks. Those precautions eventually faded to be replaced by boredom, hunger, and thirst.
Two days later, she was hungry and discouraged. She had seen no one since the caravanserai and had eaten nothing in the last two days but a monitor lizard she’d dug from its burrow, meat dried across her saddle. Her waterskins dangled limp and nearly empty from her camel’s pack. She resisted the urge to guzzle the last few mouthfuls. Her stolen camel plodded across the sand about two miles west of the Spice Road, with the mountains to her left and more than a hundred miles of desert and scrub ahead of her before she reached the safety of Balsalomian lands.
Sofiana glanced over her shoulder when the camel crested a sandy dune. Grass and a few thorny bushes pinned the dune in place, and the camel lowered its head to snuffle for something edible to munch on. Sofiana let it rest while she looked. Nothing behind her or ahead that she could see. No, just an endless, depressing waste that stretched in all directions. At least it wasn’t as hot as it had been.
After a heavy sigh, Sofiana pulled the reins and nudged the camel into action. The beast bellowed its irritation and turned its head to grab one last mouthful before moving. She frowned and jerked harder on the reins, and the camel bellowed again.
The sun sank slowly behind the mountains far to the west, and the day’s warmth bled from the air. Soon, she was cold for the first time in weeks. She had no riding cloak, but had been wise enough to buy an extra robe in the village, and she pulled it on over the other one. It stopped the shivers, but left her well short of warm. Sofiana began to watch for a place to spend the night. The first stars glimmered overhead, but their light was washed out by the comet that now spread nearly two hands wide across the sky.
A smaller hump of dry hills and mountains stretched to her east, the tan stone of a vast escarpment ending in field of boulders and rubble. Sofiana had heard hyenas last night and knew that desert lions lived here where the sandy waste began to give way to desert scrub. The boulders might make a good refuge from the cold and the wild beasts.
Sofiana was turning her camel toward them when she saw a fire.
It flickered between two dunes that had initially blocked her view. Four men squatted around the fire, while some forty or fifty camels milled about or sat on their knees a short distance from the camp. An animal of some kind roasted over the flames, and a delicious aroma wafted over the dunes.
Sofiana hesitated for a long moment, torn between her fear and her hunger and loneliness. In the end, it was the camels that decided it for her. Only traders would have so many camels and so few riders. They could not possibly be Marrabatti soldiers out looking for her, and the men she’d stolen the camel from had been traveling south. They wouldn’t have gone this far simply to search for one missing animal. She dismounted and picked her way across the sand toward the fire. She called out her arrival as she drew into view.
Men sprang to their feet and drew scimitars. They positioned themselves in a crescent moon shape in front of the fire. One man, older than the others, with a beard that dipped halfway down his chest, shouted instructions to the others in a language that sounded like Kratian. Then, when Sofiana drew within the light cast by the fire, the man laughed and resheathed his weapon. The others did likewise.
“Boy,” the man called to her. “Are you alone? This is a dangerous land.”
“I’m not a boy,” she said, feeling peevish.
The man laughed again. “Girl, then. But my question remains. There are lions and bearded snakes, and you would make a nice mouthful for any of them. Even a dragon, some say.”
“Who says that I’m alone?” She climbed down from the camel.
Two of the men turned their attentions to the meat over the fire while the others sat back on their haunches. The animal was a wild oryx, dressed and skewered.
The first man grinned at her, revealing a smile missing several teeth, the others stained red from khat chewing. “You are alone, but whether lost or simply foolhardy, I’m not sure. Care to share a meal?”
“Perhaps.”
“I can hear your stomach rumbling from here, friend. And your waterskins hang empty. Come, join us.” He gestured to one of the other men and jabbered a few words to him in Kratian.
This second man hurried forward to take the reins of her camel, but Sofiana didn’t let go. She was suddenly sure that she had made a mistake in approaching. She recognized the men now from their dark skin and desert-roughened features, as much as their language. These were no merchants, they were camel riders of the kind who had fought for King Toth at Arvada. They were notorious thieves and liars. What if they were slavers?
“It’s all right,” the bearded man said. “We won’t hurt your mount. Listen, we found the watering hole. Your camel needs it—he is weak and staggering.”
Reluctantly, she removed her hand from the reins, and the second man took her camel. As he passed the fire, the older man with the beard rubbed his hand over the camel’s head, and nodded for the other man to take him to the others. He said a few more words to the other man, then turned back to Sofiana. “You ride a fine Kratian beast. Does it carry you well?”
Sofiana shrugged. “He’s a fine enough mount. Somewhat foul-tempered and willful. But he’s not a Kratian camel, so far as I know. I bought him in Darnad,” she lied. “I don’t think the Kratians trade so far north.”
“Ah, we do trade in Darnad,” he said. “If indeed you purchased the camel in the khalifates.”
The man drew a dagger, and Sofiana staggered backwards, reaching for her own blade. But before she could draw it, he sliced a hunk of meat from the oryx and held it out to her on the tip of his blade. “You are our guest, so I would be honored if you would test it and tell me if it is done.”
She took the meat. It was so hot that it burned her fingers and her mouth, but she was hungry and didn’t care. She nodded between chews. “It’s delicious.”
The man broke into a smile. He shouted, “It is done! We eat.” He shouted again in Kratian.
Two more men appeared and came scrambling down the dune, and shortly the man who’d taken her camel reappeared as well. The six of them immediately set into the beast, cutting off huge slabs of meat and laying them in polished cedar bowls. Someone produced a jug of fermented camel milk and passed it around. Sofiana dared not refuse when offered the jug. It was sharp and bitter, yet had a cloying aftertaste at the same time.
“Tell me your name, girl,” the man said.
She hesitated. If they’d heard her name, Sofiana might find herself trussed up and thrown over the back of a camel to return to the sultan’s palace in Marrabat. But she was too proud to take on a false name, either.
“My name is Ninny.”
“Ninny.” The man rolled the word on his tongue like it was a strange and inedible berry. “My name is Abuda-Mallfallah-Bar-Julab. But they call me Abudallah.”
They sat and ate for a few minutes, the silence punctuated by grunts and belches. When they finished, one of the men passed out leaves of khat, which the men tucked into their cheeks. Sofiana took a leaf, sniffed it, and followed their lead. She wrinkled her face at the bitter flavor.
“A curious thing happened to my brother a few days ago outside of Marrabat,” Abudallah said. “He woke one morning to find his best camel missing.”
Sofiana’s heart jumped. “Oh?” The others watched her, no longer eating.
“Yes, most strange. ‘A djinn,’ I told him, ‘came in the night and worked his mischief.’ But now I am not so sure. I only asked you about your camel because it has three notches in its right ear, which is how my tribe marks its beasts.” He shrugged. “But if you say the camel came from Darnad . . . ”
Sofiana kicked herself for not being more observant. Had she noticed the notches, she could have added an extra. “That is strange. Maybe it was resold.”
Abudallah took another swig from the jug of fermented milk. “I told my brother not to worry about his loss. Whoever took it must have needed the camel badly to cross the desert. Perhaps the thief was running from the sultan of Marrabat, who has many enemies. I even hear that he is looking for a young Eriscoban girl.”
Sofiana tensed. She had stumbled down here so blindly, and now that she had filled her stomach, some sense started to return. As soon as they reached for her, she would run. If a man grabbed her, she would cut him. No camel, no waterskins—it didn’t matter, because she wouldn’t let them take her.
Abudallah started to laugh suddenly, and the other five men joined in with him.
“Why are you laughing?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he said, “only that I shouldn’t be so open with you, Ninny. We have run afoul of Mufashe’s wrath ourselves, and the sultan would be very interested in hearing why a bunch of Kratians ride so far from the Spice Road.”
Relief washed over her as she realized they didn’t intend to take her back to Marrabat after all. “Why are you so far from the road?” 
Abudallah smiled again, but this time he looked predatory instead of friendly. “Mufashe has doubled taxes on the Spice Road three times in the last two years. We can no longer pay such tolls. Indeed, that is why we sided with Veyre, because Cragyn promised to free us from the Marrabatti tax collectors. But the dark wizard collects his own tolls, these paid in blood. We keep our own trade now.”
“And what is that, selling camels?”
“Yes, in part. Every Kratian is a camel trader in the right marketplace. But that isn’t our most valuable trade good.” He reached into his robe and removed a small urn, which he passed to Sofiana.
She took the lid off the urn and sniffed at the darkened interior. “Frankincense?”
“Yes. As valuable as gold.”
“How do you harvest frankincense?” Her lips felt funny from the khat juice in her mouth.
“Ah, the girl wonders how.” Abudallah took back the urn, replaced the stopper, and disappeared it into the folds of his robe. “It comes from a special berry that we feed to the camels. The bushes of this berry are so very thorny, and the berries themselves so bitter, that the camels won’t eat them plain. We feed it to them in a mixture with honey and oats.” He showed a snaggly smile. “You don’t want to be around when the berries work their magic. The camels grow irritable. But the next morning we collect the camel shit and boil it in a pot over the fire. When all the water boils off, the residue at the bottom is frankincense. It takes a thousand weight of camel shit to make one measure of frankincense.”
Sofiana snorted at this ridiculous story and wondered how many credulous listeners had tried to boil their own camel dung. “I always heard it came from a tree. I just wondered how you got it from the tree. Cut off the branches? The bark?”
He laughed. “Then you know our secret already? Fah, girl! I should kill you now.” Abudallah shrugged and looked at his companions. “This is a smart one. But since she knows that much, what is the harm in telling her?” The other men returned blank looks. No, they could not speak or understand the common tongue.
Abudallah turned back to Sofiana. “If you cut gashes along the branches of the tree, a sweet-smelling sap bubbles to the surface. When it dries, we scrape it off.”
Sofiana didn’t know if this was true or not, but it sounded more likely. “And you will sell this particular shipment where?”
“We ride north to Balsalom. It was our gateway to the khalifates before the war. Now, they are somewhat more hostile, but we will try.”
“Kratians attacked Balsalom with King Toth and Pasha Mol Khah. Some of them occupied the city and carried away slaves.”
“Alas, so I have heard,” Abudallah said. “This was not our tribe, but some of our wicked cousins. Yet I can see how a stranger might confuse us.”
Sofiana swallowed some of the bitter khat juice without thinking. Soon, her head was swooning. Her mouth turned numb, and her tongue thickened. Her stomach churned and she felt ill.
“Spit the juice out,” Abudallah said. “Don’t swallow it.”
Sofiana spat the whole wad into the fire, relieved to have the nasty thing out of her mouth. She waited for the heavy, thumping feeling in her head to subside.
“You seem to know a good deal about Balsalom,” Abudallah said. “We had some question about how to gain the markets.”
She guessed at what he was suggesting. “I have friends in the city. If you let me travel with you, I can help you get inside.”
“An interesting proposal.”
“And when I get to Balsalom,” she added, feeling bolder, “I might simply give you my camel as well, to make up for the one your brother lost. I will have no more need of it.”
“Very good,” Abudallah said. The men jabbered together for a minute in Kratian, then he repeated, “Very good.” Abudallah handed her another leaf of khat. “We will chew and spit together to seal our bargain.” 
Sofiana took the leaf and fought the roiling in her stomach. She managed a smile as she stuffed it into her mouth. The Kratians smiled back at her and clapped her on the shoulder.
“We will take you to Balsalom,” Abudallah said. He cut off a big slab of meat that looked far too large considering how much he’d already eaten. “But we already have a means of getting into Balsalom.” He turned and called into the darkness. “Come, friend, eat. The girl will give us no trouble.”
Sofiana bolted to her feet as a newcomer stepped into the light of the fire, the hood of his robes concealing his face in shadow. Her head swooned from the khat and the fermented camel’s milk as she stood up, and her heart felt like it would thump out of her chest. If it was an enemy, she was in no condition to resist.
The newcomer pulled back his hood and grinned. Sofiana groaned as she took in his familiar features.
“Well Ninny,” Darik said. “You have led me on quite a chase.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Memnet the Great sat in the middle of the pavilion surrounded by his apprentices, all of whom wore simple white robes like their master. Before his death at the hands of a ravager, the wizard had seemed blessed with eternal youth, as if the rich soil of Aristonia itself had kept his curly, golden hair lustrous, his skin fresh and young, and his body lean and flexible. Only his eyes had been old, and if you looked into them, you could see the depth of centuries, the burden of wars and famine, of struggles long forgotten. To Markal, his old teacher looked unchanged.
Memnet read from a book held in one hand, while his other hand was outstretched, palm up. Five green and gold spheres hung suspended over his hand, turning in a complex pattern of cycles and countercycles. They caught the sunlight which flickered across the wizard’s bare face.
As he read his book and manipulated the orbs, Memnet held court with several other men and women who stood around him. These men didn’t wear white like the wizard and his apprentices, but azure-colored robes with chains of office about their necks. As Markal drew closer, he could see that Memnet paid the chattering ministers little attention, concentrating largely on his book and the rotating orbs.
But every once in a while, Memnet would look up from his book and say something to one of the ministers, who listened, bowed, then left the pavilion at a brisk walk. Other ministers joined the group at roughly the same rate as the departing men and women, and they began speaking to Memnet as soon as they came within earshot, paying no notice to the others who vied for his attention.
Memnet set aside his book when Markal stepped into the pavilion and greeted his old apprentice with a warm smile. He waved the ministers aside to clear a path. “Well met, Markal. How does your garden grow?”
“I am more of a shepherd than a gardener,” Markal said. “There are no gardens like Aristonia’s to tempt me.”
Memnet sighed. “A pity.” He turned to a man on his left, who had just asked a question. “Tear the castles down. Plant oak trees in their ruins. Rebuild the fortress on the northern wasteland. We will reclaim it next.” He looked back at Markal. “I’m sorry about the darkness that touched you when you first entered. Pasha Malik tries to dominate every new soul who enters the gardens. I did what I could, but mostly I meant to disguise the entry of one still living.”
“It was only a moment.” Markal gave a shrug, then stood, feeling awkward.
Something had changed between them that wasn’t simply the passage of four hundred years. Markal still felt respect for his old master, but little of the awe that had once overwhelmed him. He reached into his robes and pulled out Memnet’s orb and set it among the other glass spheres that rotated above his old master’s hand. Levitating the orb was the easy part; maintaining the concentration necessary to keep it rotating among the other five without hitting them was harder.
“Very good,” Memnet said, watching the rotating orbs. A woman joined the viziers speaking to him, but Memnet didn’t pay her any more attention than the others. “Is that the Eye of Mithyl?”
Markal plucked his orb free. He couldn’t speak and manipulate the orbs at the same time. “I’ve never heard that phrase, but this is the same orb you used to carry.” He held out his hand. “It is yours, I suppose, if you wish it back.”
Memnet chuckled. “That will do me no good here. That is your visualization of the Eye, not the Eye itself. It remains in your robes back in the real world. Indeed, it would not fit in this world had you the power to bring it with you. This entire world would fit atop a speck of dust on Mithyl.”
Markal looked around him, amazed at the complexity of the gardens in which he stood. “This is a sheol of your own creation?” A sheol was any place that bound dead souls, such as Toth’s Box of Souls, or the Harvester’s bag.
“I didn’t create this world. Merely modified it.” Memnet paused to give instruction to one of his viziers, a Selphan with a blue turban, then immediately answered two other viziers before turning back to Markal. “When I came, it was a gray place where every man and woman lived alone. One creates one’s own reality.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Hold out your hand. Close your eyes and think of something beautiful.”
Markal put away the orb and did as the other wizard suggested. He thought for a moment of the various wondrous things he had seen. He remembered a silver songbird from Daniel’s treasure vault, given to the king by the sultan of Algeradad as a wedding gift. Built by a clever Selphan artisan, it had consisted of many finely crafted jewels and moving pieces. When wound up, it sang like a real bird.
As soon as Markal pictured the thing in all its detail, something cool and smooth and heavy sat on his palm. He opened his eyes to see a perfect replica of the silver songbird, flapping its wings and singing, its voice like dulcet notes of a rare instrument. It lifted, fluttering from his hand, and flew to the branches of a nearby tree, where it sang for a few seconds longer before winging away.
“Very good,” Memnet said. “Not one person in twenty can do as well as you, not without years of training. But you always did have a strong mind.”
“If only I had more faith.”
“You have faith enough here. A man with your mind could create a vast castle simply by thinking about it hard enough. Alas, those who could each built their own castles, surrounded by vast estates populated by nobody. It was a lonely world, controlled by an evil pasha named Malik the Strong or Malik the Cruel, depending on which end of his sword you found yourself on.” He gestured to the gardens. “When I came, I united a few stronger souls who wished to end this oppression, and we built the gardens. It isn’t Aristonia, but I have done what I could.”
“Nothing is Aristonia,” Markal said. “That place will never again exist.”
Memnet spoke again to one of his viziers. He still kept the glass orbs rotating above his open palm.
“Is this your typical way of holding court,” Markal said, “or are you showing off for your old apprentice?”
Memnet smiled. “Perhaps a little bit of both. But the truth is, I cannot drop my attention for even a moment. This place may seem peaceful, but we are in a great struggle between the forces of the Crimson Path and the followers of the Martyr on one side and Malik the Cruel on the other.” He again gave instructions to a minister before returning to his conversation with Markal. “Our battles have ramifications for the outside world as well. Soultrup is one of the most powerful weapons in the war against the dark wizard. If it falls to Malik, the sword will again find itself in evil hands. Perhaps in the hands of a ravager.”
“And are you winning this struggle?”
Memnet’s face darkened. “No. After four centuries, the tide has turned against us.”
“Because of the war on the outside?”
“The enemy had grown stronger for generations, but I still held my lands when the dark wizard marched on Balsalom and the Free Kingdoms. Then Whelan fought at Montcrag and the Citadel. Your average Veyrian soldier is just as likely to be good or evil as a man from Balsalom or Eriscoba, but Whelan killed one of Toth’s pashas and one of his wizards, a former master torturer. Malik invaded the garden with these new allies just when Whelan fought the torturers last week. We very nearly lost control of Soultrup at an inopportune moment. The king prevailed, but in the struggle put more evil men to the sword. Now the enemy enlists these new torturers to his purpose as well. He is pushing us back, hour-by-hour. If nothing changes, this garden will fall. I will be banished to the gray lands, and Malik the Cruel will take control of Soultrup. It will fall into the hands of Toth’s undead champion, the captain of his ravagers.”
A cloud seemed to darken Memnet’s features as he said this. The wizard had been the strongest and wisest to ever walk the surface of Mithyl. The equal in power, if not the better, of King Toth himself. An assassin had once cut off Memnet’s head and buried it in the ground, but such was the man’s life force that he grew a new body in the rich soil of Aristonia’s gardens. Some said the Harvester himself had granted Memnet a second chance at life. And yet a ravager wielding Soultrup had finally slain the man and bound his soul to the sword.
“Tell me,” Markal said, as talk of the ravagers reminded him of his purpose, “is there any way to save a man after the ravagers take him?”
“Captain Roderick, you mean?” Memnet said. He gave more instructions to his ministers.
“You know of this? Did Whelan draw the sword and speak to you?”
“We are close, the king and I. He no longer needs to draw me to send his thoughts. His hand brushing the pommel is sufficient.” Memnet shook his head. “Roderick is gone. You must cut off his head and burn his body. Let the Harvester gather his soul and use it to bring forth new life.”
“Is this the sum of human existence?” Markal asked, discouraged. “An endless cycle of death and rebirth?”
“What is wrong with that?” Memnet asked. “We die, our souls are ground to dust, and we are reborn.”
“Yes, but spread among the many. We don’t remember our previous lives.”
“We do not remember, but our souls learn. They carry those lessons from life to life.”
And yet Markal noted that the wizard had not suffered this fate himself. Already centuries old when he fell, he had lived on in the gardens contained within the ancient magical sword. Let his own soul be gathered by the Harvester and see how accepting he remained of his soul’s dispersal.
“But Jethro thought that we might ultimately reach some purer state,” Markal protested, “removed from this cycle, these eternal struggles with our animal nature.”
“I know,” Memnet said. “The Martyr’s teachings are sound, his theories have merit. But I’m not yet convinced there is any end to the cycle. Or should be, for that matter. Only one of the Brothers could answer the question completely, and they are notoriously difficult to engage in conversation. But tell me, do you believe in Jethro’s beliefs?”
“Yes, I believe them,” Markal said. “Although you well know my eternal doubts. The world has changed since you left it. We stand on the cusp of destruction. If we turn it back, a future of light, knowledge, and kindness toward nature and humanity awaits. If we lose, darkness will consume the world for a thousand years.”
Memnet rubbed at the smooth skin of his chin. “The Dark Citadel is Toth’s attempt to alter the natural order of the world. To change this cycle. To banish the Harvester from the land.”
“And it might work.”
“Yes, it might. At the cost of eternal slavery for all those who remain.” Memnet let the glass orbs sink slowly to the ground, then bent and picked them up. He turned to his viziers. “Please excuse me. I wish to show my friend the gardens.”
The two wizards stepped from the pavilion onto the paths. Within a few minutes, they had left the others behind, and the air filled with the gentle drone of bees and the call of birds from the hedges and trees. Memnet stopped at a meadow filled with buzzing bees and dome-like hives, where he helped himself to their honeycomb. The bees flew out of his way, unconcerned with this intrusion. He handed a piece of honeycomb to Markal and ate the rest himself.
Markal took a bite. The ripe sweetness of the honey exploded in his mouth. Between sticky mouthfuls he said, “Almost as good as your honey in Aristonia.”
“Better, actually. I have learned a few things over the centuries. It is only your memory of Aristonian honey that is better.” Memnet licked the last sticky bits from his fingers. “The unfortunate nature of this honey is that it will not remain with you when you return to the stone circle. For you to dine in my world is like a dream where you sit at a sumptuous feast, eating and eating, but never satisfied.” 
“I know a few gluttons who would pay dearly for such a privilege,” Markal said, thinking of Hoffan and the mountain lord’s prodigious appetites. Hoffan’s first question would be whether Memnet made his own ale.
The two wizards walked past fountains, through hedge mazes, across secret gardens, and over stone bridges that crossed streams. They circled a pond with a tree-covered island in the middle. Ducks came winging down from the skies to land on the water. As they walked, they met the occasional gardener who looked up and exchanged pleasantries. These, Memnet said, were more apprentices, learning the lessons of the soil.
Markal flexed his hands. As he ate the honey, he’d noticed them stiffening. The stiffness was now growing worse. Outside the sword, he was sitting in the chill fall air atop the hill.
“I prefer the warmth of your gardens,” he said, “but the real world is intruding into this lovely place.”
“Why have you come?” Memnet asked, looking at Markal with a smile on his lips.
Again, the youth shone on his face. Markal thought of his own adolescence, so many centuries distant that he could no longer remember what his own reflection had looked like. He now carried the ageless appearance of a wizard, appearing to be somewhere between forty and his late sixties depending on the viewer. But even if his true age were disguised, he always felt the burden of the years deep in his bones. He had become an old man.
“I need your help defeating the ravagers.”
“I am trapped in this sheol, my friend. What can I do?”
“It’s not what you can do, it is what you know. When you died, I was an apprentice, my knowledge and training incomplete. After the war, there were no others who could train me, and fire salamanders had burned the great libraries. I collected every scroll, book, and scrap of parchment I could find, and over the generations I rebuilt what knowledge I could.
“Other orders did the same. In the khalifates, the conjurers and torturers guilds rebuilt the dark magics. In the south, the mages shared much of my own order’s wizardry, although they gain their power through the tattoos with which they adorn their bodies. The cloud kingdoms have their own order. Do you remember Kreth?”
“I do. An impatient, anxious boy.”
“An idiot, you mean. He’s not much better now. In the summer, I found one of the oracular tomes in the tombs outside Balsalom. The Tome of Prophesy. Kreth took it by force.”
“That must have been a bitter loss,” Memnet said.
“It wouldn’t have been if the cloud kingdoms would help us against the dark wizard. I would gladly share the tome’s knowledge. But they remain aloof, even hostile.”
Memnet rose and walked back and forth across the cobblestones. A frown of concentration burrowed into his features.
“You know something about these ravagers you haven’t told me, don’t you?” Markal asked. “How does the dark wizard control so many dead souls? In the First Tothian Wars, he only mastered a handful, one champion and several mindless followers.”
“How many oracular tomes were written at the foundation of the world?” Memnet asked.
“Five. Why do you ask?”
“Name them.”
Markal frowned, unsure why this mattered. “The Tome of Creation, the Heart Tome, the Shadow Tome, the Tome of Prophesy, and one whose name has been lost. Creation brought forth the world, Heart gave us the mind and morality of man and beast, and Shadow the magic that we call forth. Prophesy shapes and directs the future.” He shook his head. “I don’t know the nature of the forgotten tome.”
“The forgotten volume was the Tome of Life,” Memnet said. “The Sky Brother wrote the Tome of Creation, which divided the dry land from the sea and lifted the moon into the heavens, but the Forest Brother took this creation and breathed life into it, giving rise to the beast of the field and the birds of the air. Every fish and creeping thing upon the surface of the land.”
Markal stared. This was fascinating, and nothing he remembered hearing before.
“The Book of Creation was the first to be destroyed,” Memnet continued. “It is said that a great dragon swallowed it. The Forest Brother had put some of his own life essence into the book and was left weakened by its destruction. That is how he was later killed—he had become mortal. Other tomes have been lost or destroyed as well, and in fear the brother gods have fled the land.”
“We have seen the Mountain Brother,” Markal said.
Memnet smiled. “It is he who inscribed the Tome of Prophesy, he who can see and shape the future. This is why he alone of the five brothers is not afraid and still walks among the children of Mithyl.” The wizard’s young face turned serious again. “But there was also a sixth tome.”
“Six? But there are only five brothers.”
“Are there?”
Markal thought for a moment. “The Harvester.”
“The youngest of the brother gods. While the others chose to be gods of life, land, and sea, the Harvester offered to be the harbinger of death, its gatekeeper and master. Without him, the souls of the dead would wander the surface of the world forever, tormenting and driving mad the living. In return, he is ever feared and never worshiped. His book is the Tome of Death. For without death, there can be no rebirth.”
“That is it,” Markal said, understanding now. “King Toth has discovered the final tome. He commands power over death.”
“We are speculating now, my friend. But yours is not a haphazard guess, either.” Memnet sat back down next to his former apprentice. “You can destroy the ravagers with great violence and at a terrible cost to your own forces, but so long as the dark wizard controls the Tome of Death, he will create more dark champions, an entire army of them.”
Suddenly Memnet sprang to his feet and cocked his head, as if listening to a distant voice. “The master of the sword comes. I feel Whelan’s presence.”
This surprised Markal. Why would Whelan return to the hill to claim the sword? Unless there were trouble stirring.
“He is worried,” Memnet added, affirming Markal’s guess. “And my enemy stirs too. Malik the Cruel readies an attack. That can mean only one thing—a battle is brewing in the real world. Quickly now, you must depart. We are both needed elsewhere.”
Markal took out the orb. He knew it was only a representation in his mind of the actual sphere of glass sitting next to him at the standing stones, but it helped him concentrate. He chanted the spell that would carry him out of this place. Memnet’s smooth, low-pitched voice joined his and for an instant Markal was transported to his childhood, when he would gather with the other apprentices after they completed their chores in the garden, and the great wizard would chant with them.
The garden faded. The golden sun blurred in the sky, and a second sun appeared closer to the horizon. His old master looked hazy, indistinct.
“Fare thee well, my friend,” Memnet said.
The wind picked up around Markal and turned from warm to cold. The drone of bees faded, and Markal found himself sitting on the stone slab. The smell of flowers lingered in his senses a moment longer, the last taste of honey on his tongue, then they were gone.
Even as he took hold of his senses, the clash of battle reached his ears. Sword on shield, the whinny of horses, the bellowing of captains organizing their men, trumpets sounding to form ranks. It came from the west, where a river of men and horse flowed into the center of the army camp. The sun was late in the sky—it would seem that he had passed the night, the morning, and most of the day within Whelan’s sword. The ache of his bones and the stiffness of his muscles spoke at how long he had remained sitting on the slab.
A man came running up the hillside, panting. It was the king.
“Quickly!” Whelan said. “I must have Soultrup. The enemy attacks.”
 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
With Sofiana furiously ignoring him, and the Kratians silent except when they needed to exchange information, Darik enjoyed the peaceful trek through the desert. There was no small talk or gossip, only the grunts and gentle swaying motion of the camels as they climbed one dune after another. Sofiana rode ahead of Darik, visibly bristling whenever she glanced back, but otherwise refusing to engage with him. Perfect.
But around midmorning, her resolve seemed to crumble, and she turned in the saddle. “I was making it perfectly well on my own.”
“I’m sure you were.”
“So why didn’t you leave me be? Go look for your bird girl or something? Or maybe she doesn’t need you, either.”
He had resolved to let her insults brush past him, but that last remark stung like the sandstorm that had whipped up in the night and sent both riders and camels huddling together for protection. Still, he refused to let her lure him into a battle.
“Markal and Narud told me to stay with you, so I will.”
“I traveled plenty far without you, and I would have made it all the way to Balsalom too. Why didn’t you leave me alone?”
Darik brought his camel up next to hers and drew the straight-edged sword he’d been carrying since he took it from the abandoned griffin tower a few weeks earlier. “See this?” he said, pointing to an unsightly notch in the blade. “One of those big Marrabatti scimitars hit it.”
“You got in a fight?”
“Twice. Both times it was the sultan’s men, out looking for you.”
She looked momentarily interested, then seemed to remember her anger, scowled, and looked away. “It’s not my fault if you couldn’t keep yourself hidden.”
Abudallah was riding ahead of them and now turned and grinned through khat-stained teeth. “Is this girl your sister, my friend? You never told me that part.”
Darik snorted. “No. She’s my friend’s daughter, and no relation of mine.”
“Many pardons. I thought Ninny looked like you, but Eriscobans all look alike to me. But her tongue!” He nodded. “I have a younger sister. She sounds much the same when she loses her temper.”
“I’m not his sister!” Sofiana said. “Anyway, you stay out of this.”
“Younger sisters are like flies,” the Kratian said. “They are pests, but mostly harmless.” He flashed Darik a grin, then turned back around in the saddle with a chuckle.
Darik had already traveled with the nomads for two days and had discovered them to be equal parts traders, brigands, and benevolent hosts. That first day after he’d paid his coin and explained his situation, Abudallah led them into an oasis town centered around a natural spring and enclosed with ten-foot-high mud walls. Date and palm trees rose outside the walls, and a boy tending goats watched them silently and grinned when Abudallah tossed him a Balsalomian six-crana coin. The sheik of the town and a dozen of his men met the Kratians with drawn swords, but after a short haggle, the Kratians renewed their supplies and left a bit of silver in return.
After they continued north, Darik did not expect to see the town again. But as soon as they fell out of sight of the town walls, Abudallah ordered the men to circle around and approach the oasis a second time, this time from the west.
“Did you see where they left their camels?” Abudallah explained when Darik asked what business they had returning to the town. “In a poorly watched enclosure outside the walls. Very foolish. What tribe leaves its camels out if it doesn’t want them stolen?”
Except the town wasn’t exactly a tribe, was it? No, it was an established trade city on the Spice Road and protected by Mufashe’s decree. Darik had labored under the delusion that Abudallah wanted to avoid Marrabatti attention. He pointed this out. 
Abudallah dismissed these concerns with a wave of the hand and gave his orders to the others in Kratian. One of the riders rode openly toward the town gates, a jug of fermented camel milk in his hand, and swaying visibly in the saddle. When he drew within two hundred feet, he began to sing at the top of his voice. His camel bellowed too, either trained for this business or jabbed in the haunches. 
Meanwhile, Abudallah and the other men rode around back toward the camel enclosure. The town’s camels carried on their own racket, but Darik could see two men on the town walls, and they were watching the drunk man ride toward the gates, paying their own animals no attention. With the guards diverted, the Kratians roped up the camels and led them from the enclosure. The man feigning drunkenness turned to ride away, suddenly straight and sober in the saddle. Someone raised a shout, but by now, all the camels loped across the desert with the Kratians, who quickly put distance between themselves and the victims of the theft. Darik watched for pursuit, but saw none, not right away at least.
“You see how easy that was,” Abudallah told Darik when at last they slowed down. “The sheik did not truly want those camels. If he did, he would have watched them better. No, this was a gift.” He took up the jug of fermented milk and gargled it before swallowing, a sign Darik had already learned meant that he was quite pleased. “Everything in the desert is a gift—it belongs to you only so long as you can guard it.” 
That wasn’t exactly what Darik thought of as a gift. “Then why go to Balsalom to trade? Why not just take what you need from the khalifates?”
Abudallah looked horrified. “What do you take us for, thieves? Pah!”
Darik guarded his words after that. Do not question the man’s honor or his hospitality, he later decided. Keep that rule and one could say anything to Abudallah without causing insult.
Now, riding with Sofiana, Darik saw with some amusement that the girl was about to learn the same lesson. She was still bristling from the taunt about the man’s annoying younger sister.
“I don’t need you or any of you. Bunch of smelly camel riders.”
Abudallah turned once more in his saddle, his eyes and grin widening together. “This fly can bite!”
“I’ll show you a bite, you thieving, plundering—”
Now the Kratian’s expression darkened. He spat to the ground. “Uncharitable girl, do you forget how we saved you from the desert? You could barely walk from hunger. And your waterskin? Filled with sand, it was. You would not have lived to see another sunset. And you call me a thief?”
“You didn’t save me! I managed perfectly well on my own and could have crossed this desert on my hands and knees, if necessary. Without any of you!”
The other Kratians laughed, and after glaring at them for a moment, Abudallah began to laugh as well. He laughed until tears ran down his cheeks, and he wiped them with his beard.
“Yes, yes, you are right,” he said when he managed to catch his breath. “You are our guide, and we are your humble followers.” His voice turned stern. “But you must never accuse me of thievery again.” With that, Abudallah turned back around and dug his heels into his camel to urge it forward.
When he was out of earshot, Sofiana turned to Darik. “I don’t understand these men. Is he insulted or not?”
“Yes, and no. Don’t question his honor or his hospitality. Nothing else bothers him.”
The girl cast a look at Darik’s sword, now returned to its sheath of tooled leather inscribed with the shape of oak leaves. Curiosity was evident on her face, and he knew he wouldn’t have long to wait.
“How did the guards find you, anyway?”
“I made sure to announce my presence,” he said. “After you ran away that night, I stayed on your trail for a bit. The transformation left an aftertaste of magic. Once you know it’s there, you can follow. It faded after a few hours—maybe Markal could have followed longer—but I knew you’d gone into the desert instead of simply traveling up the Spice Road.”
“You didn’t think I’d be so stupid to stay on the road, did you?”
“No, but I also knew that Mufashe’s men would figure that out soon enough and go into the desert to look for you. They might have dogs or falcons, or the tattooed mages might use magic to hunt you down. So I returned to the village, bought a horse, and told the man I was traveling with my younger sister—”
“Again with the sister!”
“—and spread the same word up the highway as I traveled from caravanserai to caravanserai. I was careful for ambushes, but I didn’t get away unscathed.”
One of the battles had very nearly cost him his life. He’d rented a room at one of the inns, then crept out to get his horse and ride out of town again, knowing that he was in too much danger to simply sleep the night away in a real bed. Renting the room was meant to establish a trail for the sultan’s men to follow, nothing else.
But as he came up to the Spice Road at dusk, he came upon three men with turbans and robes who had been riding north on swift desert ponies. They ordered him to stop and drew scimitars when he did not. Darik’s horse had already spent hours on the road and couldn’t outpace the three enemies. So he brought the animal around and charged them.
He killed one man, traded blows with another, one of which very nearly unhorsed Darik, before the riders fled. At that point, he figured he’d be safer off the road himself. That was when he met Abudallah and the Kratian nomads, where he heard the story of the missing camel. He encouraged the man to ride hard to get ahead of the girl, then they all settled down to wait. A few gentle spells encouraged the firelight to spread farther than usual across the desert, made the cooking meat smell more enticing, and helped lure Sofiana into camp, as Darik had hoped.
“So you did help me,” she said when he was finished. She cast one more suspicious glance. “Assuming you’re telling the truth.”
“It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. I intend to escort you all the way to Balsalom. And I’m afraid you now carry a tracking spell that I cast on you while you were asleep. I’ll find you wherever you go.”
This was entirely untrue. He didn’t have that particular spell in his limited collection, and neither would it be a simple thing to call forth if he had. But he could tell by Sofiana’s sour expression that she believed him.
#
They crossed over an old road late that afternoon. Apparently pressed into the hard ground by tens of thousands of camels over the centuries, the road had no fresh markings and disappeared into a dune that had drifted across its path. Darik asked Abudallah where the road led. 
“Wabur,” Abudallah said in a solemn voice. “Once the greatest city of the desert. Gold and pearls lined its streets, and every window was built of giant cut rubies. The sultan’s treasury filled a thousand-thousand rooms with gold and silver and precious gemstones.”
Darik raised an eyebrow. The Kratian chieftain sometimes gave himself to fanciful statements, and this was obviously one of them, but the road was so wide that he had no doubt that some great city had once sat at its end.
Curiosity lit up Sofiana’s face. “What happened to Wabur?”
Abudallah gave a sad shake of his head. “They grew proud and proclaimed to all the world they had created themselves from the dust of the land. They tore down the temples of the brother gods. One day, hundreds of years ago, the Sky Brother and the Mountain Brother took offense at their arrogance and rained fire and brimstone upon the city.”
“Do the ruins still exist?” Sofiana asked. “Surely someone has searched for the treasures. Assuming they really exist.”
“Who would do such a fool thing? The land is filled with evil djinn and giant scorpions. Cursed.” He leaned back in his camel and wagged his finger. “But never doubt the treasures. They exist.”
Darik thought about Wabur. In his mind, he sometimes thought of the world as no older than King Toth, so terribly did his evil change it. But Mithyl was much older than that, he must remember, his soul just as old. He might very well have lived a hundred lifetimes in this world, his soul gathered and sown by the Harvester again and again. Perhaps he had even stood on the streets of Wabur at one time, part of some merchant or prince.
The Kratians reached the Spice Road again, where Abudallah proclaimed it safe, and they continued north. They must have traveled twenty-five miles since morning, their pace accelerating as they reached the far northern edge of Marrabatti influence, almost to Balsalom’s lands. Sand and rock turned into dry scrub brush and gnarled trees. They saw more animals and could find springs and seasonal streambeds when they needed water.
They did not, however, have enough food for the Kratians to cross the empty regions into Balsalom, so Abudallah decided to stop at al-Sabba to replenish their supplies. This trading town of several thousand lay on a rich oasis where olive trees and date palms spread their limbs. It was the largest town since Marrabat, and Abudallah said it would be garrisoned with at least a hundred men. Possibly more, given the war raging to the north.
“But I have parchments that say we’ve paid our tolls, marked with the sultan’s own seal.”
The forged documents didn’t impress Darik. “And if the people of that town you raided sent someone to watch for you?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Abudallah said. “My cousin is the sheik of al-Sabba. He answers to Sultan Mufashe’s pasha, who garrisons permanently in the city, but he is not without his own tricks. I will go into the city alone, and then come back for you when it is safe.”
He turned to his men and spoke quickly in Kratian. A brief argument broke out between two of the riders, but Abudallah silenced it with a sharp word. He turned his camel and plodded toward the city, leaving the others to watch from a rise some two miles distant from the town gates. Darik stared longingly at the date palms that grew around the town and wished he could go sit in their shade.
Sofiana turned to the nearest Kratian, a young man with the first wisps of a beard on his chin and a scraggly mustache that looked like a fuzzy caterpillar had settled to take a nap on his upper lip. “How long before he returns? Tonight, or should we pitch our tents?” 
The young man smiled, showing a mouth already half-emptied of teeth. “Pleased to be meeting you.”
Darik grinned, but dropped his smile when the girl turned to glare at him.
Sofiana tried the others to see if they understood her. They didn’t. She pantomimed pitching a tent and starting a fire. Two men smiled and nodded, but didn’t move, while a third man offered her khat and another offered her the last skin of fermented camel milk.
“What do you think?” she asked Darik at last. “Should we make camp?”
“Not this close to town, no. For all we know, we’ll be running for our lives in about two minutes.”
The camels were snorting and grumbling. They could smell the town and were growing anxious standing here when food, water, and rest waited so close. Sofiana crawled down from the camel and leaned back against a rock. She looked up at the clouds gathered overhead as if wondering how long before it rained.
Abudallah returned about an hour later. His camel lumbered forward at a healthy clip, braying angrily. As soon as the man drew close enough, they could see him waving his hands for them to remount. Two of the Kratians rushed to gather the camels, while the others scrambled onto the backs of their own animals and goaded them to their feet. Abudallah drew closer, shouting.
Darik and Sofiana joined the Kratians in fleeing up the road. The men lashed at the pack camels to urge them on faster.
Abudallah caught up with them. “A disaster! There are hundreds of Marrabatti in the city. One of the sultan’s sons is there. My cousin said that there are patrols out looking for us.”
“Why would they search for us?” Darik asked, confused. “The stolen camels? Or is it the girl?”
“No, not the camels. And you can forget the girl. Something else is happening here. They stopped all traffic on the Spice Road. Maybe they think we’re spies.”
Sofiana turned to look back at al-Sabba, and her eyes widened in alarm. Darik followed her gaze.
Behind, some twenty horsemen came boiling out of the gates and galloped hard in their direction. The Kratians and their camels could never outrun them. He drew his sword and prepared to fight for his life.
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
Markal struggled to keep up with Whelan as his friend strode down the hillside with his long legs. The wizard was stiff from sitting atop the fallen stone on the hill since the previous night. He whispered a spell to give him energy. It was a weak spell, costing little and affecting him no more than a cup or two of strong tea would have, but by the time he came into the vale below his thoughts had cleared.
A pair of horses waited for them at the bottom of the hill, and Whelan was in the saddle and galloping up the dirt road that divided the Balsalomian camp before Markal could gain his horse. He rode hard after the king, trying to avoid the foot soldiers and mounted horsemen in their flowing robes who were riding all about him. Whelan continued to outpace him as the armies parted for the king in a way they didn’t for Markal, unrecognized as he was among these men from the khalifates.
By the time Markal came riding through the broken castle gates to dismount in the bailey, Whelan had already scaled the castle walls to the battlement overlooking the Tothian Way. Here he stood with Hoffan, several men from his signal corps and their flags, and a trumpeter. The castle had shed the mass of fighting men who had occupied it the previous night. All that remained was a contingent of perhaps twenty Knights Temperate from Whelan’s personal guard, plus several dozen bowmen from the khalifates, who kept watch from the castle walls.
In front of the fortress however, Whelan had gathered a mounted force of some five hundred Eriscobans. They weren’t Knights Temperate, but nevertheless appeared to be sober, disciplined fighting men who kept even ranks while waiting for the king to give command. It was a powerful reserve that could ride out to engage the enemy wherever the king saw it was needed.
Whelan was speaking to his staff as Markal approached, wheezing from the exertion of running up the stairs from the bailey. “Macklin is too far south,” the king said. “He won’t do any good there.”
The wizard took a more careful inspection of the battle. This was an even better vantage point than the hilltop with the standing stones. From here, they commanded a clear view in every direction. Pasha Ismail’s enemy army came marching from the northern, opposite side of the highway. It was a strong force of seven or eight thousand men from the look of the dust kicked up by their marching boots and the extent of their lines. In addition, a powerful cavalry of perhaps two thousand enemy horsemen cut in from further to the west. Against them was a solid mass of two or three thousand Balsalomian footmen, wedged between two of the hills, with dozens of archers commanding the heights. It was enough to hold up Ismail’s forces until Whelan could bring in the bulk of his army, thousands of them streaming toward the battlefield.
Whelan didn’t seem to be focusing on the battle itself, apparently already noting how the initial struggle would play out. Instead, he was looking at other forces not yet committed. His hand twisted at the hilt of Soultrup, which remained in its sheath. He wore a second, shorter sword on his left hip, as if not trusting the magical weapon to support him if battle came.
“Move Macklin next to the road,” the king said after another minute of consideration. “Send his riders east four hundred yards. Bring the rest of them up next to the Arvadans.”
The trumpeter lifted his horn and let out two short blasts and one higher, longer blast. Faces turned toward the castle from below. Now that Lord Macklin had been called, the signalers waved flags to give the specific command. They repeated the orders, and a force of several hundred men turned from their march and came toward the Tothian Way. A small mass of riders broke off and moved several hundred yards east, where they disappeared into a copse of trees.
Markal could see Whelan’s strategy; if the enemy army broke through the hills, Macklin’s mounted force could come around to harass their flank and delay them long enough for Eriscobans and Balsalomians to get their combined forces into position. And at the same time, he could see what Ismail seemed to be driving at. The greatest mass of Whelan’s supply caravan was in two big encampments on the highway in front of the castle, together with all of the wagons, camels, mules, and draft horses that had carried all of those goods east on the Tothian Way. Ismail didn’t need to win the battle or even seize the castle. If he could break into the supply caravan, he could burn and pillage at will. With no means to feed and outfit his army, Whelan would be forced to abandon the eastern khalifates and take refuge in Balsalom.
The Balsalomians between the hills seemed to be giving way too soon. Already, they looked ready to collapse, and Lord Macklin’s riders had not yet come around to attack Ismail’s rear.
“Hold your ground,” Whelan grumbled as he turned from moving around his pieces like a game of al-shatranj so that he could study the main battle. “The Harvester take them, they’re falling back already. I thought Pasha Boroah was made of stronger stuff.”
Ismail had his forces up against the hills and now sent men scurrying like a stream of ants to drive the bowmen from the heights. Before the bowmen fell back, however, they waved red and black flags toward the castle to signal what was happening between the hills.
“Giants,” Hoffan said. “And mammoths. That’s why.”
Markal was surprised that the dark wizard had committed them to this battle. The entire struggle was a risk for the Veyrians, a gamble of reaching those supplies. Since Daria and the griffin riders had driven off the dragons, and King Toth himself remained wounded within the Dark Citadel, the mammoths and giants represented the most powerful weapon left in the enemy’s command. He’d expected them to be held in reserve in case the combined armies reached the gates of Veyre.
Whelan turned to Hoffan. “Take the reserve. Relieve Boroah. I want that line held.”
Hoffan nodded and went running down the steps to the bailey.
Markal looked around the castle, concerned at how few men would remain once Hoffan rode off with the horsemen massed out front. That reserve was the last major force between the enemy and this position.
Whelan must have noticed his alarm. “He’s marching for our supplies.”
“Until he sees the king unguarded in the castle, the gates lying in ruin.”
“I’m not unguarded.” Whelan grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. “I have a wizard. And these castle walls. And twenty Knights Temperate plus sufficient bowmen to drive away attackers.”
“Whelan . . . ” Markal began, concerned.
But the king was already turning back to the field of battle. Outside the gates, Hoffan had taken a horse and was now leading the mass of cavalry. They trotted down the hillside, picking up pace as the companies got themselves organized.
“There,” Whelan said in a grim tone about ten minutes later when Hoffan’s forces had interposed themselves between Ismail and the highway. “Now you see.”
He paused to give instructions to his signalers, who waved furiously at a mass of Eriscoban footmen who were moving at a rapid march down the highway toward the battle. There were as many as two thousand men who would soon be joining the few hundred guarding the supply caravans, but they wouldn’t arrive in time to plug the mass of enemy soldiers that had pushed the Balsalomians out of the way and came streaming toward the highway, now less than a half-mile distant. Hoffan, however, would be arriving in time to meet them, forcing them to fight another delaying action while more defenses organized.
Markal eyed the nearly empty hillside between the road and the castle. That worried him. He glanced at the sky, searching for threats from the air. Nothing.
“Are you sure it’s wise to commit your reserve so early?” he said, when his search had turned up nothing.
“I’m not—it’s still in reserve. Look, here comes Lord Macklin. Sound the charge.”
The trumpeter gave two short blasts, followed by a single long note, which hung its brassy tones in the air over the battlefield.
Macklin’s mounted force, which Whelan had earlier positioned should Pasha Ismail break through the Balsalomians, now swung in from the flank, while the footmen came in to plug the lines. Ismail’s men stalled as they fought this new force. Meanwhile, the Balsalomians had fallen back, but kept the enemy from breaking out fully from where they were delayed between the two hills. Ismail’s cavalry had come around the hillside, but several companies of Whelan’s pikemen, together with a smaller force of horsemen, were keeping them from breaking through. Ismail had been counting on them to sweep clear the battlefield ahead of the main army so he could march on the supplies.
“And the battle turns,” Whelan said. An element of grim satisfaction had entered his voice.
Everything seemed to be going perfectly. Ismail and his ten thousand men, together with giants and mammoths, had failed to break through. Thousands of men from the combined armies were entering the battle. And now Markal understood what the king was doing with the other pieces marching seemingly far from the battlefield. Their path was bringing them up and behind Ismail’s army. Shortly, the enemy would find his path to retreat severed.
“Bring back Hoffan’s reserve,” Markal said.
“It’s almost over.”
“It’s just starting.”
“It only looks that way,” Whelan said. “Every piece has been put into position. It is now a simple matter of playing out the positions.”
“You sound overconfident—it worries me.”
“I’m not overconfident, I am grimly determined. The enemy took a terrible gamble, but we were prepared. Our numbers are better, our position is superior. The only advantage he has is those mammoths and the giants, and they are hemmed in where they can be neutralized.”
“Then why not bring back the reserve?”
“Because as soon as our forces come in behind him, Ismail will realize he is trapped, and then he will attempt to break free. I intend not only to destroy his army but capture Ismail and his personal guard as well. Hoffan may be needed to run him down.”
Whelan looked down at his hand, which was still resting on the pommel of his sword. He removed it with a deep sigh. Markal realized that his friend had entered the battle uncertain, afraid that he would be facing a final, desperate struggle here at the castle, which would necessitate drawing Soultrup. And then they would see if Memnet’s forces were able to hold the gardens against Pasha Malik. But that was no longer a concern, thankfully.
“I’m sorry,” Markal said. “I shouldn’t have doubted you. You are a true warrior king and a fine general.”
He was about to ask Whelan what he intended to do when Ismail was defeated, if now would be the time to push the final fifty miles to Veyre to lay siege to the Dark Citadel itself, when action on the battlefield caught his eye.
A small band of riders broke free from Ismail’s harried army. Some fifty or sixty men in all, they cut through the first ranks opposing them and came charging toward the Tothian Way.
“So soon,” Whelan said. “Ismail must have received word from the rear. All the better. It won’t be long.”
After breaking loose from the main battle, the small band of riders tangled with the left flank of Lord Macklin’s cavalry. For a short time—no more than a minute—the two forces mixed, the dust and chaos of battle obscuring details. Then a small wedge of riders cut free and came galloping up a dirt road toward the highway. Markal had supposed Ismail’s personal guard would be experienced and powerful enough to fight clear, much as Whelan’s personal guard of Knights Temperate would have done, but it was discouraging that Ismail’s entire force seemed to have emerged unscathed from the short brawl.
“Poor showing, Macklin,” Whelan muttered. “You should have stopped them.” He turned to his signalers. “Bring Hoffan. Quickly, now.”
Hoffan’s men came down the highway, prepared to cut off Ismail’s small force fleeing the battle. They would arrive at the junction where the dirt road met the Tothian Way before the enemy and outnumbered them a good eight to one. For a long minute, the two sides both raced toward the same spot. By now Ismail must have spotted Hoffan and would know he would never reach the Tothian Way in time. What then? Would he veer back toward his army, or would he try to escape over the empty countryside north of the highway?
To Markal’s surprise, Ismail’s men kept charging. The two sides were only a few hundred yards apart now, Hoffan’s already arriving at the junction of the two roads, where the mountain lord quickly positioned his men to bring the maximum strength against the enemy when he arrived. And still the enemy charged, horses running flat out, men with their swords drawn and glinting in the afternoon sun. They showed no fear, they—
They are ravagers.
The thought came to Markal’s mind, and he knew it must be true. He glanced around the castle, at the shattered, partially reinforced gates, at the fifteen or twenty Knights Temperate in Whelan’s personal guard, and at the small number of archers on the walls. He looked down at the empty hillside between here and the mass of supplies and animals on the highway. It was guarded by a few hundred of Lord Denys’s men, but they had formed a defensive position to protect the supplies, not the castle behind them.
The enemy slammed into Hoffan’s force. For a moment, the two groups of cavalry—one small and wedge-shaped, the other twenty deep and twenty across—shuddered and held position. Then Hoffan’s men ripped apart like a sheet of paper torn in two. The enemy galloped straight through them, leaving a fissure of dead and dying men and animals falling on the road.
They ignored the supply caravans and raced straight toward the castle where Whelan and his men were directing the battle.
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-one
“This way, quickly,” Lassitius pleaded with Chantmer. “It is my master—he is dying. The sultan insists that you come at once.”
Chantmer sprang up so quickly from the bed of nails that he gouged his bare skin. The young mage who had been tattooing his skin fell back with a scowl.
“Hurry, I beg of you,” Lassitus said as Chantmer pulled on his robe.
The eunuch rubbed his hands and muttered in a worried tone as he led Chantmer from the hall out through the courtyard. Roghan stood in one corner of the gardens, already watching through narrowed eyes. He rubbed the chain around his neck. Tattoos completely covered his body, all the way up his neck to his chin. Chantmer gestured for him to follow. Roghan snapped his fingers in turn at two of his most trusted apprentices, and the three of them fell in behind Chantmer and Lassitus.
“Who is dying?” Chantmer asked, confused by what Lassitus had said. “It isn’t—it’s not the sultan, is it?”
He could hardly dare to hope. And yet it was too soon. He wasn’t ready, and he had not yet tested Roghan’s loyalties.
“No, it’s not Mufashe. Please, more quickly.”
Ah, then it was Faalam.
Chantmer had recovered his wits and was loath to come stumbling into the throne room out of breath and flustered. So he ignored the eunuch’s pleas and slowed his pace. The man rushed ahead into the room, with Chantmer and the three mages following.
Faalam lay on the floor inside. He was on his back and had torn at his robes and his chest, as if trying to rip the poison out of his flesh. His eyes rolled back in his head, and his breath came in short, shallow gasps. A silvery metallic spittle oozed from the corner of his mouth.
“My wizards!” Mufashe cried, rushing over. The sultan looked distraught, his jeweled turban askew and his eyes bugging out. “Some evil spell, some curse or poison—you must remove it. Please, I beg of you. He must not die.”
So much begging. Such language from Lassitus was one thing, but how unseemly for the sultan to be so distraught at the loss of what was only a slave, after all.
Yes, but this slave runs the palace, controls the taxes, regulates the viziers and the regional sheiks. 
Chantmer bent over Faalam and took his hand. He glanced at the others in the throne room: concubines and wives watching curiously from their pillowed nests in the corners, a dozen bare-chested, muscular palace guards, household servants, a minister with a half-unraveled scroll, the mages who had followed him in. If he’d discovered Faalam lying ill in his own chambers, Chantmer could have emptied the rest of the silver bite into his mouth and destroyed him at once.
This, however, was not dying. The metallic spittle was similar to what Chantmer himself had coughed up when he’d been forming a tolerance to small quantities of silver bite. That was the sign of one who was fighting off the poison. Faalam, far from dying, would soon recover. Then Chantmer would either have to deliver a stronger, more obvious dose of the poison, or search out some other means to dispose of the eunuch.
And if the necessity of doing so hadn’t already been obvious, the sultan’s desperation at losing his chief minister was evidence enough of the eunuch’s importance.
“You are the strongest wizard in the palace,” Mufashe said. “They all say the same. You must have magic you can use.”
“I can try,” Chantmer said gravely. “But I’m afraid the eunuch is under a powerful spell.”
“Tell us about this spell,” Roghan said. There was a dryness to his tone that the sultan would surely notice. The mage had been the one to procure the silver bite for Chantmer. He could not help but guess what the other wizard intended to do now.
“Some enemy has done this. The spell is terrible and deadly—it has attacked Faalam’s very soul. The Harvester hunts for him now. I will do what I can, but . . . ” His voice trailed off helplessly.
Chantmer dropped to one knee. His body was wrapped in tattoos—runes, serpents, choking vines, the shape of an obelisk, words in the old tongue—but none of these would do. He reached into his memory to search for the spell he desired. He put his hand on Faalam’s chest and clenched his left fist above his head. The flesh of that hand began to burn as he called for the words.
Cor auferan.
His left hand withered in pain, as if cast into a fire, but his right hand seemed as though it were sinking through Faalam’s chest. He could see it still resting atop the eunuch’s breast, but he could feel it passing through fat, muscle, and bone, until it rested upon the man’s heart. The heart throbbed rapidly, desperately trying to force the poison out and away. Chantmer curled his spiritual fingers around it. It beat faster, like a frightened bird fluttering its wings.
“No,” Faalam whispered. Only the whites of his eyes showed, but somewhere deep inside he must know, must feel the hand around his still-beating heart.
Chantmer squeezed.
The heart leaped about, straining and struggling against the tightening grip. Chantmer held fast, crushing, squeezing as the heart fought on. Blood burst free, leaking through the wizard’s knuckles. Faalam’s hands twitched, his feet beat against the stone floor. The struggle continued for several seconds, and then the heart fell still. Chantmer withdrew his spiritual hand, and though his actual hand atop Faalam’s chest looked dry and unchanged, he swore it felt wet and warm and sticky. The impression lasted for several seconds.
When he stood, all eyes were on his withered hand, not the one that had been on Faalam’s chest. He drew it within his sleeve, looked down at the dead man, and gave a sad shake of the head.
“It was beyond my skill, my lord,” he told the sultan.
Mufashe cursed and tore at his beard. He looked so distraught that for a moment Chantmer thought perhaps the man had felt true affection for his slave. One of his concubines came over from her pillows, trying to comfort him, but the sultan snarled and turned on her. He struck her with his hand, and she went flying to the ground with a cry. She backed away with a frightened look.
Roghan and his mages were looking at the sultan with barely concealed disgust.
Now is your chance. Seize it!
“Who?” Mufashe demanded of Chantmer. “I must know who the killer is. This wizard, this assassin. Who? By the Brothers, I swear I will drink his blood. Who, Chantmer? You must tell me. One of the mages?”
“None of your mages. They are innocent.”
“Balsalom! Treacherous, perfidious Balsalom. Bring me the vizier, the deposed king, the princess.”
“No. Balsalom is innocent. This is the work of the dark wizard. King Toth himself is behind this atrocity.”
The sultan’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. Fear and horror swept across his features. He sank back onto the throne and stared down at his dead eunuch.
“Oh, Faalam. My own sons conspire against me, and now the dark wizard can send his spies into my very palace. Why have you left me? Why did you not protect me from this evil?”
“You must choose a new minister, my lord,” Chantmer said. He stood taller. “Someone wise, a man who can carry Faalam’s work forward. A guiding hand to see Marrabat through these troubled times. Quickly, before your enemy strikes again.”
“Yes, yes.” Mufashe’s eyes darted around the room, first to Roghan, then to Chantmer. But just as quickly, they flickered over to Faalam’s servant, young Lassitus. The eunuch paled.
“Someone with wisdom and power,” Chantmer said quickly, before the sultan could make a proclamation that would be hard to recall.
Mufashe cast his gaze upon Roghan and the other two mages. He looked to Chantmer, and his eyes narrowed.
“A sorcerer. Of course that is who you would suggest. Perhaps you? Would you advise me as you advised the high king of Eriscoba? King Daniel was forced to abdicate his throne in favor of his brother, and you were driven in disgrace from your order. You must think me an idiot.” He turned back to Lassitus. “I trusted Faalam, and Faalam trusted you. You will be my vizier. The rest of you will depart from my throne room. When Lassitus has told me who has killed my servant, then perhaps you shall be allowed back in my presence. Guards, see them out.”
The armed men at the doors began to move toward the center of the room. Roghan gave Chantmer a resigned look and turned to obey the sultan’s command. Chantmer glanced back at the sultan, who stared at him with a smirk.
“Be gone, Betrayer,” Mufashe said.
Rage washed over Chantmer. He drew back his sleeve and called up one of the tattoos inked into his skin. It was a long, black hand. The words came to his mouth before he could reconsider.
“Celarita percutere pugno.” 
The black hand tattoo glowed, burning. His righteous anger swelled and gave power to his spell, and he directed all his will toward the sultan. The man’s eyes widened, and his mouth hung in terror as he scrambled back in his throne with a cry.
The air shimmered in front of Chantmer, turning first to water, then to ink as it pulled light from the suddenly flickering and sputtering oil lamps around the room. A hammer of twisting, curling shadow formed in the air. It hurled end over end at the sultan. Mufashe screamed and tried to leap clear.
The shadow hammer smashed into him like a giant’s maul crushing a crumbling mud wall. The throne shattered, splinters of wood and twisting shards of gold and precious stones exploding through the air. The hammer slammed the sultan through the throne and crushed him into the wall behind with such force that the stone cracked. The sultan fell face forward, his head and chest caved in.
Women were screaming. Lassitus staggered back, seemingly stunned from the shock of air that had rippled past him from the shadow hammer. The guards stopped, gaping in horror.
Lassitus regained his balance. He pointed at Chantmer, his eyes wide and terrified. “It was the wizard all along. Kill him!”
The guards renewed their charge. Shouts sounded from the passageways beyond the throne room.
Roghan and his two apprentices stood near the door with the tattoos on their skin glowing. The head mage pointed his hands toward Chantmer, and the wizard knew at that moment that if Roghan decided he was the enemy he would die. He might be able to hold off the guards, but with the mages against him, he would sure to be destroyed. If only he’d had another month, a little more time to regain his power.
Chantmer braced himself, calling up other spells. He wouldn’t die without exacting a terrible cost.
The first spell burst from Roghan’s hands. It came slithering through the air like a snaking rope of light. Chantmer readied a counter spell, but the rope hadn’t been cast toward him. It slid through the legs of the first charging guard and sent him sprawling to the ground. Then it whipped around, lashing back and forth, driving back and tripping up the other guards. One man came through, but the rope curled around his scimitar and yanked it from his grasp.
Chantmer cast a spell to shut and bar the door, then helped Roghan and his two mages subdue the remaining guards. Soon, they had the men and Lassitus bound with cords and strips of cloth taken from around the throne room. The harem girls, the minister, and the household servants they left cowering in the corner.
When they were done, Chantmer and the mages stood breathing heavily. More guards had arrived outside and were assaulting the door, which boomed and rocked on its hinges with every attack. Chantmer’s spell would hold it for a few minutes.
Roghan glanced at Lassitus, who whimpered on the ground as if expecting to be killed, then at the guards, some of whom were unconscious, the others glaring with their hands bound.
“I hope you know what you are doing,” Roghan said.
“Against such weak minds as these, I can improvise,” Chantmer said.
He was still pitching about desperately for a way out of the ugly situation in which he’d found himself. Damn the sultan, he shouldn’t have taunted. He should have done the sensible thing and anointed Chantmer as his new vizier.
“We are wizards,” Roghan said. “Every law ever written prevents us from ruling this city or any other kingdom.”
“But nothing stops us from being ministers, the ones who stand behind the throne. It is a time of war and chaos—it is only right that we make the difficult decisions. Remember what you told me? Who should rule, the shepherd or the sheep?”
Roghan paced across the floor, past the dead bodies of Faalam and Mufashe. “The sultan’s sons now have claim to the throne of Marrabat. Have you forgotten that they quit the city to raise armies and struggle for the right to marry Princess Marialla?”
Ah yes, Marialla. The scheming, cynical sister of the khalifa of Balsalom. An idea stirred.
“By leaving the city and raising armies in treason, they have abandoned their claim to the throne,” Chantmer said. “We must find a regent. Someone the sultan would have trusted. Someone of royal blood, surrounded by trusted slaves, ministers, and viziers. Lassitus, rise.”
The eunuch struggled to his feet, his hands bound. He looked confused and terrified.
“You will be the sultana’s head eunuch and master of the palace slaves.”
“Sultana? You will raise one of Mufashe’s daughters to the throne?” 
“No,” Chantmer said. “They are married to rivals or allied with their treacherous brothers.” Chantmer had no idea if this were true or not, but it didn’t matter. “The sultana will be Mufashe’s most trusted and clever wife. A woman with important foreign alliances who will help us fight against the dark wizard, the enemy who reached across the desert to assassinate our beloved Sultan Mufashe and his chief eunuch.”
He glanced at Roghan, who gave a sharp-edged, understanding smile. Never mind that Marialla and Mufashe hadn’t actually wed yet, or that she was a foreigner, or even that everyone in the room now knew that Chantmer was responsible not only for the sultan’s death, but likely the eunuch’s as well. Marialla had royal blood, and Chantmer and Roghan would enforce her rule. Lassitus would ensure compliance within the palace itself.
The eunuch seemed to recognize this reality at the same time, that if he complied he would be given great honors and responsibilities, but if he did not, he would be killed, perhaps instantly. He inclined his head in acquiescence.
The door boomed again. Shortly, Chantmer’s spell would give way, and they would have to deal with the guards now trying to batter their way into the throne room, where they would see their dead ruler and seek vengeance.
“As for the princess,” Roghan said. “Will she take what you offer her?”
“Marialla is intelligent and beautiful and given to luxury. She has long been diminished in the shadow of her sister Kallia. We are offering her the throne of a rich and decadent kingdom.” Chantmer smiled. “She will accept without hesitation.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-two
“No!” Abudallah cried as Darik prepared to fight. “You must fly!”
Darik stared at the horsemen pounding up the road from the town on their swift desert ponies. Against them, the camel riders were outnumbered and too slow to escape.
“Take the girl,” the Kratian said. “One camel. Cross the highway. Find the hills. Meet us at the red spire. We will meet you there.”
“How will I find it?”
“There is a watering hole.”
This was even less help than the command to seek the red spire, but it was all Abudallah would give him. The man turned and shouted at his men in Kratian. They formed two groups, dividing the riderless camels with them. One group of nomads circled around as if coming in to harry the men pounding up from al-Sabba, while the other fled north. The camels kicked up a cloud of dirt, and Darik now saw that it was a screen for him and Sofiana to escape.
And he also saw why Abudallah wanted him to take Sofiana on a single camel. The girl dug her heels into her camel as if she wanted to join the Kratians in giving fight to the enemy.
Darik came up beside her and grabbed her arm to drag her onto his own animal. She wrapped her arms around her camel’s neck.
He struggled to break her grip. “Let go! This isn’t a game. You have to come with me.”
“I can ride,” she insisted. “Get me a sword, and I can fight too.”
“You’ll do no such thing.” He pried loose her fingers and dragged her from her camel. She bit his hand, and he let out a hiss of pain, but didn’t let go. He forced her to lay flat against the camel and held her down with his forearm.
He turned his camel and slapped his riding stick on its haunches, and they pounded away, leaving Sofiana’s camel to stagger off with a dazed expression. Sofiana kept fighting him in the saddle, but she wasn’t strong enough to break free and jump to the ground.
Darik cast a glance behind his shoulder. The gates of the town had swung shut, but not before a second company of riders had come out. They whipped their horses, joining the pursuit. After kicking up a cloud of dust, the Kratians had scattered in different directions, each man leading a handful of riderless camels.
The sun was setting slowly behind the eastern mountains in a fiery blaze of red and orange. The shadows already stretched out from the foothills, leaving dark nooks among the boulders strewn about their bases. If they could delay capture for an hour or more, they might escape in the night when the Marrabatti soldiers would fear ambush.
Darik obeyed Abudallah’s command and rode for the hills in great, loping strides. It wasn’t nearly as fast as the galloping horses, but if he could keep his distance, the camel could run like this for long stretches, as the horses tired and fell by the wayside.
“Let me up,” Sofiana said. “This is humiliating.”
Darik wrestled her into a sitting position, but warned, “No games, Ninny, or I swear to the Brothers, I’ll truss you up like a rabbit.” He glanced back again.
The enemy soldiers broke their party into bands of four and five to chase after the individual Kratians.and their camels. One of these bands caught up to one of the stragglers, some two hundred feet back from Darik and Sofiana. The Kratian drew a scimitar and turned to face his enemy. His camels bellowed at the horses, and the horsemen had to struggle to get their mounts to move in against the beasts. At last, the men drove through the camels and exchanged blows with the Kratian.
Darik crested a hill and lumbered down the far side, so he didn’t see the final outcome. He led them through a dry wash, past scrubby trees and around tangles of deadwood. His camel grumbled at the sudden change of terrain; the gravely surface bothered its feet in a way the sand hadn’t. But the camel made fewer tracks along the bottom of the wash. A galloping rider might easily miss them.
“Look!” Sofiana said, pointing. “A hiding spot.”
She pointed at a pair of knotted juniper trees that grew next to two boulders, each as tall as the camel’s head. There was a gap between the trees where they could hide. Darik wasn’t too proud to accept her suggestion. 
He stopped and slid from the saddle. He tried to help Sofiana, but she slapped him away and jumped down herself. The two of them shoved and poked at the camel until it squeezed into the gap, protesting loudly. Darik tapped it on the nose with his riding stick until it squatted to the ground, then the two of them squirmed into the hiding place with it. They waited, their breathing loud and heavy.
Darik didn’t like squatting here helplessly and was afraid that the shouting Marrabatti soldiers would soon discover their ill-conceived hiding place. Sofiana took out her dagger, and he could see her itching to be discovered, so she could go to work with her blade. 
Three horses and their riders galloped along the ridge less than fifteen feet overhead. He could see them through the branches of the juniper tree, and if they had glanced into the ravine, the enemy would have spotted Darik and Sofiana as well. But they didn’t look down and passed out of sight within a few seconds. When they were gone, the two of them breathed a sigh of relief.
“How long should we wait?” Sofiana asked.
“A few minutes longer.”
“I’m not scared. I can take two of them, if you can handle the third.”
“We can’t risk it. There are too many riders out there.”
“I’d rather die in the open, a blade in hand, than wait here cowering.”
“It’s almost dark,” Darik said. “Once it’s night we can come out and look for the red spire.”
“If it’s dark, then how will we manage to find it?”
“The comet gives plenty of light.”
He wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t want to sit here arguing, either. For one thing, the wind might carry their voices.
Twice more they heard riders pounding past, but they maintained their discipline and remained undetected as the shadows grew long and twilight came. Once it was dark enough to risk, he relented to Sofiana’s pestering and sent her out of the wash to take a look. She proclaimed it safe to emerge.
“Don’t you dare throw me across the saddle again,” she said coldly. “If you try it, I swear I’ll grab a rock and brain you senseless. Then you can find your way out of here on foot.”
Darik refused to let her rile him. Once they got the camel out of its hiding place, they dropped it to its knees long enough to regain the saddle, then urged it to its feet. They stuck to the bottom of the dry wash as they set out again. Twice, he sent Sofiana up above to check for enemies. Each time, she returned saying the coast was clear.
The comet had grown until its light was enough to drown out all but the brightest stars, but it wasn’t enough to penetrate the deepest shadows, so they continued cautiously.
The dry wash joined a main channel, almost an entire riverbed cutting across the desert floor. It was mostly dry, but here and there they found a few patches of brackish water from a recent storm, these swarming with flies and smelling of brine. The camel refused to drink. Thick vegetation grew along the edges of the ravine, but none at the bottom where the seasonal waters had torn away anything that tried to take root.
Sofiana returned from one of her scouting expeditions to tell him that she’d heard horses and the shouts of men calling to each other. The enemy was still searching for them.
A few minutes later they found a hollow beneath an overhanging rock large enough for half a dozen camels and had a brief discussion about waiting out the night. Sofiana thought it was still too close to the town and if the search continued, they might be spotted. Darik worried that she was right, but with so much light overhead, he was inclined to risk it. But when they further inspected the cave, they discovered animal bones and a musky odor, marking the hollow as the den of some animal. Wild dogs, maybe, or hyenas. That settled it.
The sounds of the desert picked up as they continued. Crickets chirped their answer to the cicadas who droned in every bush and tree. A desert owl hooted somewhere nearby, and further away, a lion roared, a sound that sent a chill down Darik’s spine. A second lion answered, this time further south.
“Do you hear that?” Sofiana whispered. “I’m scared.”
It was uncharacteristic of her to admit fear, but Darik’s own terror came welling up as another lion roared from a few hundred yards away. The camel shivered beneath them, moving far too quickly, given the darkness. If Darik let it, the beast would break into a wild, terrified flight and break its leg.
As soon as he could, Darik brought the camel up and out of the dry riverbed to the desert floor. They were nearly to the hills, but he’d be beggared if he could figure out how they would find the red spire and the watering hole in the dark so as to locate Abudallah and the Kratians. And they were still deep enough in the desert that he was afraid to cross the open terrain toward Balsalom alone. He needed help finding water holes and avoiding enemies.
Movement caught his eye to the left, and he turned in the saddle, heart pounding, thinking about lions.
A man on a horse was pacing them a hundred or more yards distant, stealthily closing the distance. Darik slapped the rump of the camel with his riding stick. It was already skittish from the roaring lions and now launched forward. The rider gave a cry to some unseen companions and swept in for the attack. He drew a scimitar, holding the reins in one hand and the outstretched weapon with the other. Darik dropped the stick and drew his sword. 
The horse pounded past, the heavy scimitar sweeping in for a blow. Darik found himself tangled up with Sofiana, who was drawing her own dagger, but got his blade free just in time to parry the man’s swing. Sofiana thrust out with her dagger as the man went past, and he cried out and twisted his shoulder away from the blow. But the girl had dislodged herself from the saddle in the process, and Darik had to grab her with his free hand to keep her from falling.
Sofiana yelled a taunt as the enemy brought his horse under control and came in behind them. Darik concentrated on flight.
His camel was more sure-footed in the darkness than the man’s horse, and as they entered straighter, flatter terrain, stretched into its loping gallop. It was a dangerous game, running at such speeds in the darkness, where either animal might fall or break a leg. The enemy started cautiously, but as the chase continued, he urged his animal forward, and it gained on the camel and its two riders. Again, the man shouted for help.
“Face him!” Sofiana said. “We can take him down.”
“He’s not alone.”
The man came in from behind and Darik was forced to turn the camel around so he wouldn’t be cut down with a blow across the back of his neck. For a moment, the two of them faced off, trading blows with steel clashing against steel. Darik had a higher vantage point from atop the camel, but the enemy enjoyed greater maneuverability, and his scimitar was big and heavy compared to the slender griffin rider’s blade Darik carried. And he was more wary now for Sofiana’s slashing counterstroke.
For a moment, Darik imagined himself back in the sky, trading blows from atop a huge, powerful griffin while dragon wasps and their riders flashed past. When Daria fought, she always tried to get the higher position, both so the beak, talons, and claws of the griffins could come into play and so she could swoop down from above. Darik’s camel wasn’t going to do any fighting, but he could use the same strategy in regards to the heights he commanded.
So when the two animals swung around and charged each other again, the fleeter horse racing in below, and Darik lumbering by above, he waited until the horse was pounding past, scimitar blow dodged, and then he launched himself from the camel. He struck the rider across the shoulders and knocked the man from his horse. Darik held onto his sword as the two landed, and his enemy broke his fall before the two of them disengaged.
Darik sprang to his feet and got his sword into place as his enemy struggled to his feet. The man grabbed his scimitar where he’d dropped it and brought it up. But by now Darik had positioned himself and stabbed forward as the man straightened. His blade thrust into the man’s belly, and he shoved it through with all his strength. When he pulled it out, the man crumbled to the ground, weapon dropped, clutching at his gut. He screamed in pain, and with enemies around, Darik couldn’t risk that. He dispatched the man with another blow.
Meanwhile, Sofiana had disappeared into the darkness on the back of the camel. Given a chance, she had apparently abandoned him without a second thought. He stared after her, furious that her loyalty was so shallow. From the distance came the sounds of horses and men shouting to the one who had cried for their help and now lay dead at Darik’s feet. They were getting closer. He looked for a place to hide, but he was out in the open again with no shelter in sight.
He was growing desperate when the camel came lurching out of the darkness with Sofiana on its back.
“I thought you left me,” he said as she dropped the camel to its knees so he could climb up.
“Don’t be an idiot. What kind of person do you think I am? I had to get control of the camel—it was spooked. What are you doing? No, get in back, I’ll lead this time. Quick, no time to argue.”
They drove the camel to its feet and continued their run toward the hills. After a few minutes, the sound of the searching enemies died away to their rear.
“Did you kill him?” Sofiana asked.
“Yes.” He took no pleasure in the memory of his sword thrusting through the man’s gut, and less of the killing blow, striking down a wounded and helpless enemy.
“You weren’t a coward, I’ll give you that,” Sofiana said, her tone grudging. “The Harvester take us, how are we going to find this red spire?”
#
They bore east and north as they came into the hills. Darik strained for the sound of pursuit, as well as the grunt and bellow of camels that might indicate that they’d located Abudallah and his caravan. But he heard nothing but the sounds of the desert, including the occasional roar of lions. Once, a dark shape rustled through the brush and alarmed their mount, who picked up its pace, in spite of its exhaustion and obvious thirst. Darik hoped it was a wild dog, or even a hyena, and not one of the lions. He couldn’t tell if that roaring sound was the lions fighting amongst themselves, or if they were out hunting. Either way, he wanted to stay as far from them as possible.
“We have to stop,” Sofiana said after about an hour. She sounded tired.
“Very well. We’ll look for the red spire in the morning.”
“Don’t be so smug about it. You need a break too.”
“I didn’t mean to sound smug,” he said. “I’m exhausted.”
They’d come into a boulder-strewn gap between the hills, and Darik figured it was as safe a place to stop as any. He ordered the camel down. They sank from the camel and leaned back into the sand. The comet light cast long shadows on the ground.
Sofiana scratched the camel’s jaw. “I take back everything I said,” she told the beast. “You’re not so bad. You don’t lose your head in battle.”
Darik sighed and closed his eyes, knowing full well that if he kept them closed for long, he would fall asleep. The air was cool, but the sand was still comfortable and warm. After a struggle, he opened them again. “This isn’t a safe place to sleep. We should find somewhere sheltered in case those lions come sniffing around.”
He used the camel to lever himself off the ground, then he frowned and rubbed his fingers together. They were wet and sticky. Blood trickled down the camel’s neck. The soldier’s scimitar must have cut the animal when he came by to trade blows. Fortunately, it proved to be a shallow cut, and most of the bleeding stopped when Darik and Sofiana wrapped its neck with a strip torn from one of the spare robes in the saddlebag.
Sofiana found them a secure place sheltered between two boulders at the base of the first steep rise in the mountains. A short slope, not really a hill, sat about twenty feet back from the boulders and would block view of the fire to any but the closest searchers. They gathered dried and broken juniper and sagebrush, then scraped the bark into a pile and retrieved the flint and steel from the bags. Within a few minutes, Darik had a cheery fire going that lifted their spirits and heated a pot of tea. They discussed how best to keep watch until morning.
Unfortunately, either the fire or the smell of camel blood soon drew unwanted attention. The camel sensed the newcomers first, rising to its feet and letting out a bellow. A dark shape came slinking along the outer edge of the firelight. Darik heard a throaty rumble.
They pushed the camel against the boulders where it would be safe behind the fire, but fearing the beast would run off, Darik tied the rope to an outcropping of rock. They settled behind the fire, confident that no animals would attack through the flames. The only problem was the wood supply, which looked to give out before dawn.
Over the next twenty minutes, a dozen dark shapes appeared on the hill beyond the camp. One rumbled, and another let out an answering roar, which confirmed their fears. Soon, the night filled with roaring lions. A few of them stepped closer to the fire. They were broad-shouldered, enormous beasts, larger than Darik had expected. Once, when he was a boy, a band of traders from Ter had brought a troupe of captured lions into the Grand Bazaar. The lions, who performed tricks when they were whipped, had never been let off their chains and were thin, bony creatures. Darik had watched with a mix of curiosity and pity. Nothing like the magnificent terror he suffered as these lions paced back and forth, roaring their hunger.
Sofiana waved a stick back and forth over her head. “Get out of here! Go!” Her voice was shrill and frightened. “Leave us alone!”
Darik took another stick, dipped it in the fire, and joined her in dancing around, shouting.
Most of the lions retreated up the short hillside, but one of the larger lionesses stayed behind and the others rejoined her a moment later. No amount of shouting and waving the stick could convince them to back away again. They found rocks and pitched them into the crowd. One struck a lion on the shoulder, and it let out a surprised snarl.
“We need a bigger fire,” Sofiana said.
“We can’t, we’re running out of wood.”
“They’re going to come through.”
The flames had died to sputters and a pile of glowing coals, and the large lioness looked ready to jump across and come at them. They hastily fed in more sticks. The fire leaped up. 
The lions had been jostling at each other, no farther than fifteen feet away, but now they roared in frustration and drew back as the flames licked higher. The wood was dry and burned too quickly. Worse, they’d used half of their remaining wood to stoke the fire. Once it died down, they could build the fire one more time, and then they’d be done. Hours to go until dawn.
“What do we do?” Sofiana asked.
Darik wondered if they should initiate the inevitable fight now, while they still had firelight. If only there weren’t so many. He didn’t see how they could possibly fight off a dozen hungry lions. Maybe if they wounded the head lioness that would dissuade the rest. It was a desperate chance, but he couldn’t see any better alternative.
“The fire is dying again,” Sofiana said in a warning voice.
There were still flames, although they weren’t as high as they had been, but the lions seemed bolder this time, less frightened by the fire. If they let it die down again to where it had been before, it would surely be too late.
Suddenly, the roaring stopped, and the lions froze in place. Heads cocked.
A deep rumble reached Darik’s ears from somewhere not too distant. Then came a bellowing call so low and powerful that it made the roaring of the lions sound like the mewling of kittens. The rumble reached deep into Darik’s bones. The lions scattered into the night. Darik and Sofiana stared at each other through wide eyes.
The camel bellowed in terror behind them and jerked its head back and forth against the rope, trying to free itself. Whatever was out there, the camel was so frightened that it would rather break free and race off into the desert after the hungry lions than face it.
A huge shadow moved through the darkness beyond the light of the fire. The roar sounded again, so loud this time that the ground trembled beneath their feet.
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-three
Markal left Whelan with his signal corps and raced around the battlements to the gate tower. Behind him, the king was frantically trying to bring in Hoffman’s reserves, now shattered and disorganized, to get them in behind the advancing ravagers. Even though the initial blow of the enemy had been like an iron maul hitting a strong but brittle block of stone, the remaining pieces were large enough to force the ravagers to delay, if only he could rally them.
The wizard took out Memnet’s Orb. It was cold to his touch, like a piece of polished ice, even though the evening was warm. He cradled it in one hand and rubbed the surface in his other. Dozens of spells, conjurings, and incantations ran through his mind, the result of generations of study and practice. He had been filling the orb with magic since the battle on the Tothian Way with Chantmer and the mage from Marrabat, and there was enough power stored within to hurl the ravager company all the way to Veyre and into the sea, if only his faith and will were as strong as his knowledge. Instead, he knew that much of that power would leak out helplessly into the air as he tried to control it.
Pasha Ismail’s enemy army was still plugged up between the hills and surrounded on all sides, and this seemed to give Whelan the confidence to bring up Lord Denys’s force from where it had remained throughout the battle protecting the caravan. They numbered several hundred more men, and surely, together with Hoffan, could hold these ravagers at bay. There couldn’t be more than fifty undead knights in total.
But Markal no longer had faith in their ability to stop the ravagers. During the Tothian Wars, a single ravager champion had cut through eleven of the finest warriors in Aristonia to attack and murder Memnet the Great in his gardens. Indeed, as Hoffan struggled valiantly to halt the ravager charge at the castle, he threw everything he had at them, only to see his forces driven back again and again, men and horse bloodied and dying.
The ravager captain shouted something in a deep, guttural voice that carried over the clash of steel. Markal knew the voice. It was Roderick, Whelan’s own brother and former captain of the Knights Temperate, who had fallen in the battle on the Old Road a few weeks ago. A small company of Roderick’s former knights were now mounting horses in the bailey, prepared to ride out and give battle in protection of their king. Did they have any idea who they were about to face?
Under Roderick’s command, ten of the ravagers fell back to give battle to Hoffan’s riders still harassing them from the rear. Soon, every one of them was surrounded by opponents stabbing and jostling, trying to knock them from their horses. Some of them would surely be cut down. Even a ravager could have his limbs severed, his head cut from his shoulders.
But as the ten fell under heavy attack, Roderick and his remaining force broke free for the final time and came charging up the hillside toward the ruined castle gates. Roderick rode at the front, a powerful warrior high in the saddle, his sword outstretched.
The orb turned hot in Markal’s hand. “Motum retardit laboramum et.”
A pulse of magical power surged from the heart of the sphere. It made the air in front of the castle shimmer, thickening like water, and the ravagers slowed, every movement of horse and man a struggle. Coming uphill into that thick mist would have tired a living army, forced them to collapse in exhaustion or fall back in retreat. But the ravagers kept pushing on. They slashed and hacked at the air, trying to cut away whatever was delaying them. Soon, the spell began to fall apart. The enemy forced its way through.
Incredibly, the few ravagers left behind were still carrying on a fight with the mass of horsemen, but Hoffan had at least managed to get some thirty or forty of his men around them, and those were coming up the road in pursuit of Roderick. They might succeed in bottling the enemy within the castle long enough for Whelan’s army to surround the castle and destroy them through sheer force of numbers. But the king would be trapped inside as well.
The ravagers came within the outer range of the bowmen on the walls. Their pace seemed to quicken.
Whelan drew Soultrup and pointed it down at the enemy. “Fire!”
A hail of arrows soared through the air and struck the lead riders. Some fell short or missed, and some deflected off breastplates or helms, but others found chinks in the armor of horse and rider. The force of the blows rocked the men back in the saddles, but none fell.
Calmly, the bowmen fitted new arrows to their bows. They had time for another good shot before the ravagers reached the castle. Whelan ordered a second volley. Bowstrings twanged, and a second wave of arrows launched. When they were airborn, Markal drew another rope of magic from the orb.
As the arrows crossed the distance, they flared with a bright, blue light. Arrows struck the ravagers with much greater accuracy this time, and when they did, they burst into blue flame. It engulfed clothing, armor, horse, and man, and a wave of heat rolled up the outer walls of the castle. The grass and brush along the hillside burst into flames, sending smoke curling in the air.
The effect was brief, but powerful, and would have killed any living man. But moments later, the ravagers came riding through the ball of fire as it fell apart. They were blackened and smelled of charred flesh, even their armor and swords scorched. But as Markal watched in dismay, their flesh was already healing itself.
Whelan had abandoned the wall to his archers and signalers. These latter dropped their flags and trumpets and drew swords to run after the king, who was scrambling down the stone staircase to join his men within the bailey.
“No!” Markal cried. “Stay on the walls.”
Whelan looked up at him. “I must fight my brother.”
“I have a plan. Stay up top. Keep your men from the gates.”
For a moment, the king looked torn, turning toward the twenty or so knights in the bailey and then up to Markal on the wall. It seemed as though he would ignore the command and instead rush down to join his men in a brutal fight to the death against the undead knights. Markal silently begged him to stay out of the fight. Whelan may be the greatest warrior in the land, but his value today was as a king and general. If he died, his army would fall apart, be forced to retreat while the dark wizard gathered his strength. Toth would win the war.
This had been the enemy’s entire motive for starting the battle. As rich a prize as the supply caravans presented, the king himself was a greater prize still. Toth would throw away his greatest general and the bulk of his strongest army simply to murder the warrior king.
And the sword. Roderick comes for Soultrup too.
Markal blanched at the thought of the undead knight in possession of that powerful weapon, the malignant soul of Pasha Malik contained in its heart, giving it strength. Markal must succeed now or all would be lost.
“I beg you!” he cried at Whelan. “Please trust me, my king.”
To his relief, Whelan nodded and came back up the stairs to the castle walls.
Markal turned back to the action outside the castle gates, watching from near the gate tower as the ravagers closed the last few yards to the castle. Roderick was at the lead, and the man looked up at him, his eyes wide behind skin that was burned and oozing pus. His mouth stretched into a grin, and Markal could sense the dark, evil intelligence behind that stare. The man who had once been so righteous in his obedience to the rules of the Brotherhood and the Knights Temperate was gone, replaced by this monster. The champion of King Toth.
The two spells had already sapped a third of the strength from Memnet’s orb. Either one would have halted an army of living men, and if they had been living men, the wizard could have called upon a dozen more spells. A hammer of wind would have thrown them to the ground, or he could have made the ground shake, or caused the underground stream beneath the hill to well up and turn the soil to mud. He could have turned their swords hot with flame until they cast them away, cursing in pain. Any of these would have stopped a normal army and still left Markal with power to draw on.
But none of those ideas would work with the ravagers. He needed something stronger. A spell came to his mind. The only one that would work. It was two spells, really, chained together, and it would draw everything he had left. The orb glowed white in his hand, making his hands disappear in the intensity of it.
“Moenia atque en mortariu cadunt saeclum.” 
The ravagers had reached the ruined gates. Several men jumped down from their horses and yanked at the gates to tear them out of the way and clear the path for their horses. Arrows slammed into them, but they didn’t stop even to pluck the shafts from their flesh.
Markal lifted the orb above his head and called out the last words of the spell. The orb flared one final time as a huge, uncoiling snake of pure power blasted out and into the two towers that stood on either side of the gates. The orb went black in his hands. He staggered back a step as a crippling wave of exhaustion rolled over him with the expenditure of so much magic.
The mortar began to crumble out between the stones of the towers. It fell as dust from every joint and seam between the heavy granite blocks until it was like a fine, dry snow sifting onto the heads of the ravagers below, who paid it no attention. But then the ground began to shake and rumble as if some great beast were awakening in the bowels of Mithyl. The ravagers looked up. Roderick met Markal’s gaze, and this time it was the wizard who smiled. Roderick bellowed for his ravagers to fall back, but it was too late.
The gate towers were shaking violently, spilling stones from their heights. Markal fled along the battlements, where he ran into Whelan, who had come up to join him, Soultrup in hand.
Markal shoved him. “Get back!”
The right gate tower collapsed, followed seconds later by the other tower. They fell in a heap of stone and dust, with enormous chunks of stone spilling onto the ravagers and their horses, crushing them. The entire castle wall itself shuddered, and parapets collapsed, with huge blocks of stone tumbling down. For a moment it seemed as though the entire castle would give way, killing everyone on top of, within, and outside, but at last the ground stopped shaking.
When the dust cleared, half of the ravagers lay buried beneath the rubble. The rest were blocked from entering the bailey. Hoffan’s men had finally succeeded in destroying the ravagers left behind, but at the terrible cost of perhaps half of his four hundred men dead, wounded, or unhorsed. The rest came riding up the hillside toward the dazed ravagers who had survived the collapse of the gate towers. Hoffan’s men wouldn’t be enough to finish off the twenty or so enemy left, but they could pin the ravagers against the rubble until Lord Denys’s men could arrive on foot. Bring out the Knights Temperate over the rubble to finish the fight. But it wasn’t a sure victory yet.
The precarious nature of the battle didn’t stop the archers on the walls or the knights in the bailey from letting up a great cheer. From the relief on their faces, it was clear that moments earlier each and every man had expected to die this day.
Whelan should have been putting his sword away and going back to give orders to his signalers, but instead he leaned forward with Soultrup in hand, looking for a moment like a hound straining on its leash, anxious to go after a fox it has scented. Markal followed the king’s gaze.
Now that the dust had cleared, Markal could see the remains of the near gate tower. The outer walls had collapsed, leaving only the central column, around which spiraled the staircase rising to the top. The lower part of this was intact, and a ravager came up the stairs where they lay open to the sky. He reached the ruined upper reaches, grabbed hold of the broken outer wall of the castle itself, and scrambled up toward the battlements. Three other ravagers spotted him and began to follow. They were going to gain the castle anyway. In moments, the lead ravager would be at the battlements, and there was nothing that would stop him from rushing around to attack the king. The ravager looked up, and Markal’s courage blanched as he met the gaze of his enemy. It was Captain Roderick.
“Fall back,” Markal ordered the king. “I will hold him.”
Whelan turned, the skepticism deepening in his expression as he saw the wizard leaning against one of the merlons on the parapet. “No, I won’t leave you.”
Markal had almost nothing left. His body was weak and shaking from the sheer effort of calling forth the magic from the orb. Even his thoughts seemed sticky with cobwebs. But he knew that he couldn’t let Whelan face his brother, not with Soultrup slippery in his grasp.
“We can’t lose you. You cannot die.”
“Neither can you.”
“I have magic. I’ll hold him.”
Markal shoved the orb into his robes and lifted his hands. They were still whole and strong, the magic of the Order of the Wounded Hand not yet called forth. But his confidence was shaken, and he had already used his most powerful spells, only to see them fail.
Roderick gained the battlements and stared at the wizard from a few dozen feet away. His face was charred and peeling great chunks of flesh as the undead body struggled to heal itself.
“I killed Memnet the Great,” he said. It was Roderick’s voice, but deeper, and somehow overlaid as if a second man spoke from over his shoulder.
“Turn back,” Markal said. “I will destroy you.”
“So too, shall you fall,” the ravager said, paying Markal’s warning no heed. “Your soul will serve my dark master. Soon, the dead will bend a knee before King Toth.”
Markal lifted his right hand as Roderick strode toward him with his sword outstretched. “The Harvester take you.” Then he cast the spell. “Di nach necram!” 
Roderick laughed as he heard the words, even as the spell gathered and cast itself. He must recognize it, via whatever monstrous thing had taken hold of him. The spell, Roderick would know, might break the bones of a living man, but it would not stop a ravager.
Except Markal hadn’t cast it against the ravager, but against the man’s sword. It shattered with an ear-splitting shriek, and shards of metal went flying. Roderick looked at the broken hilt in his hands and cast it aside with a snarl. He sprang toward Markal and slammed into him with a mailed fist. The blow crushed the air from Markal’s lungs. He flew back against the parapet and nearly went over the edge. He slumped to the ground and tried to gain his feet against the burning pain in his chest where Roderick had hit him.
To the wizard’s dismay, Roderick now drew a long dagger from his side to replace the shattered sword. He stood at the ready while Whelan came at him with Soultrup. The king had two or three good swings before the other three ravagers—now atop the battlements—joined the fight.
But as Markal watched in horror, Whelan struggled to control the weapon. Soultrup twisted in his hand as if trying to throw itself free. When the king brought it down, it seemed to curve, like a willow branch bent between two hands. The sword whistled past Roderick’s head. Then it twisted free and clattered to the ground.
“Kill him!” one of the other ravagers cried. He was a tall warrior with his helm split and his blond hair lying in burned clumps. Another dead Knight Temperate, turned against his former companion in the Brotherhood.
Roderick sprang at his unarmed brother with a triumphant cry, his dagger stabbing toward the king’s heart.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-four
The nightmare of the last few weeks had reached its conclusion. Roderick came at Whelan with his dagger thrusting, ready to end his brother’s life. For weeks, he had struggled as Pradmort led him through one atrocity after the other. With each twist of his emotions, he fell deeper under the dark wizard’s spell.
Earlier in the battle, Roderick had spied his opportunity to break free from Pasha Ismail’s doomed army and charge the weakened castle on the hill where he sensed his brother waiting. He had roared a command to his men, and they fought clear of the combined army of Balsalomians and Eriscobans pinning Ismail between the two hills. Ismail’s men cried out in fear to see their strongest warriors fleeing and begged Roderick to turn around and defend them against certain destruction. Roderick ignored them and rode hard for the Tothian Way. He had one goal, and one goal only.
There they met a powerful force of enemy riders, who encircled them and came in with a relentless attack of swords and scimitars. But when he feared he might fail to gain the castle, a strengthening breeze of magic came flowing through the ravagers from the direction of Veyre and the Dark Citadel, and Roderick and his men fought with the strength of five men. They hacked and killed and shortly opened a bloody wound in the center of the enemy forces. Then they were free and riding unopposed toward the castle.
For a few glorious moments, Roderick thought they would be able to ride straight through the broken gates and into the bailey where they would slaughter the king and his defenders and leave the enemy army leaderless. But then the cursed wizard attacked, burning and then burying in rubble half of Roderick’s force.
Roderick felt every emotion and the pain from every sword thrust and every burning arrow that slammed into him from the walls above, but at the same time it was as though he were watching everything from a distance. Some other entity seemed to grip his body, controlling his movements down to the commands and taunts that came from his mouth. When he came upon Markal standing atop the walls, a terrible rage swept over him that seemed to be drawn from someone else’s mind.
It’s the dark wizard, some small part of his mind insisted. He is controlling you from a distance. 
“Kill him!” Pradmort cried with maniacal glee when Soultrup twisted and fell from Whelan’s hands. The former captain and two other ravagers had joined Roderick in climbing the broken castle walls to stand on the battlements.
Roderick’s surviving consciousness recoiled in horror as he thrust at his brother with his dagger, trying to bring it in under the man’s breastplate. Whelan twisted at the last moment, ducking back, and Roderick’s dagger caught in his cloak. Whelan grabbed his wrist and dragged him forward. Roderick fell off-balance and dropped the dagger. Whelan drew his second sword and plunged it into Roderick’s back between the shoulder blades.
Roderick roared in pain. He fought to his feet and reached for the sword sticking out of his back, but couldn’t pull it free. Even still impaled, the pain was fading now, and he felt stronger than ever. Now both men were unarmed. Roderick turned to Pradmort, who was behind him now on the narrow battlements.
“Give me your sword,” Roderick demanded.
He grabbed for the weapon and wrenched it from Pradmort’s hand. It was a long, straight blade, made of Southron steel and forged in Arvada. The weapon of a Knight Temperate, it would now be used to kill the king. Whelan picked up Soultrup, which lay at his feet.
Markal had been bypassed by the three ravagers, who had seen his prone body and assumed he was finished. But while one of the wizard’s hands had blackened into a claw, he now held up the other, as if trying to gather himself for a final spell.
“The wizard,” he warned Pradmort.
Whelan sprang at Roderick. Soultrup bent and twisted in his hands, and all the muscles bulged in the king’s arms and shoulders simply to contain it. Roderick understood, through the entity which controlled him, that this was by design. One of Toth’s allies and servants, the wicked Pasha Malik, lay within the sword, his soul bound there for hundreds of years. He had been gathering allies to struggle against Memnet the Great and was now fighting a pitched battle at the heart of the sword. Control of the sword hung in the balance, but Malik had enough strength to turn its blows. The sword would never hit the ravager captain.
Roderick lifted his own weapon. He could see the last moments of the battle now as if he were watching from a distance. Summoning every bit of strength to control Soultrup, Whelan would take a final swing at Roderick’s head. There was no need for the ravager captain to lift his own blade to block it, because at the last second, the sword would bend harmlessly to the right. Roderick would then bring his own blade up and shove it through his brother’s chest with all the might of a ravager and the power sent through his limbs by King Toth himself. Whelan would die. Roderick would be the one to kill him. He would return to Veyre with Soultrup in hand to stand as King Toth’s champion. Together, they would bathe the whole of Mithyl in the blood of their enemies.
Now. You must act now. If you do not fight it, you will never have a chance again. You will be the dark wizard’s slave forever. Thousands of innocents will fall to your blade.
Whelan brought Soultrup down toward Roderick’s head. It was a powerful, crushing blow, delivered with such strength that Malik, fighting within, only just bent its course. Instead of hacking through Roderick’s skull, it would only graze his cheek.
But as the blade fell, Roderick summoned every last scrap of his will, those parts that had stayed rebellious all of these weeks. He forced every bit of will into his neck muscles, concentrating everything on this one thing. When the sword bent, Roderick bent with it. He moved an inch, maybe two. That was enough.
In that moment, the veil of shadow lifted from his sight, and he saw his brother’s face in full. Anguish left a crease on Whelan’s brow, and in his eyes lay horror at what Roderick had become, and an additional twist of pain as he recognized what his brother was doing, throwing himself in front of Soultrup. In the instant before the blow fell, Roderick remembered when he and Whelan had ridden into battle side by side against the Dark Wizard. His final death would fall hard upon Whelan’s shoulders.
I forgive you, brother.
Soultrup crushed into Roderick’s helm. It shattered, and the blade smashed into his skull, caving it open. Terrific pain flared in his head, and then he went down. Somewhere inside, the other entity screamed in rage and betrayal.
A smile came to Roderick’s lips as he died. This time, his body did not rise.
#
Roderick woke after what seemed hours. A hand tugged insistently at his sleeve.
“You must get up,” a voice said. “Stand!” 
Roderick climbed, groggy, to his feet. He blinked, his mind clearing. He stood in a garden that surpassed all beauty. Flowering plants ten feet tall stood over lawns of impossible green. There were fountains and streams that bubbled and coursed through brick-lined channels. A honey bee the size of his thumb flew past. Stone hooks held terra cotta pots filled with overflowing flowers, around which swarmed hummingbirds of gold and iridescent green and blue.
The speaker was a young wizard with golden, curly hair. He wore a white robe and had deep gray eyes that seemed to look right through the dead captain.
“Who are you?” Roderick asked.
“My name is Memnet the Great. I was the friend and teacher of Markal. You know him?”
“Of course.”
Roderick looked down at the grass where he’d been lying. It lay bent and yellow in the outline of his body, as if he had been lying there for days.
“How long was I asleep?”
“Only seconds. I expended great effort to bring you back to consciousness so soon. Normally it takes days.”
“But the grass . . . ”
“I curved time. Hurry, there is no time to explain. You must help us or we will lose.”
The details of the battle came back to Roderick, together with the nightmare of the past several weeks. He had full control of his limbs, and the swirl of unwelcome emotions was gone. The evil entity that had been oppressing him was gone. If this beautiful place was death, his consciousness fully intact, then he would take it.
“I am within my brother’s sword?” he asked as the wizard turned away.
Memnet ran with his bare feet padding the stone and Roderick ran after him. The captain was dressed in a simple, clean tunic, unarmed and barefoot. The stone was rough beneath his feet, but not unpleasant, and cool in spite of the warm sun overhead.
“You are within the sword. The enemy is attacking. I need you to fight with us. With your weapon, you can turn him back, while we defeat the torturers.”
“What weapon?”
Even as he said this, his hand closed around the cool hilt of a sword, which had sudden weight. But he couldn’t see it, only sense its contours.
“Form it with your mind,” the wizard said. “You are powerful and good, Captain Roderick. Your soul was bound and enslaved, and you fought free. You have the will to shape it yourself.”
Roderick thought about his time with the Knights Temperate, when a sword felt like an extension of his arm. Heavy, yet weightless at the same time, it seemed as though it were six feet long and made of light, cleaving through the wicked and the unjust as he struck a blow for his brotherhood, for the teachings of the Martyr, for good and justice. The air shimmered where the sword should be.
Even as he thought these things, the terrain changed. The green turned to gray, the leaves yellowed on the trees and clogged the fountains, which ran dry. Soon, the trees sat dead and gaunt against a sky turned cold and gray as slate. Ahead of them stretched a dry, lifeless plain, with the vast ruins of some great and dead city lying in front of them. The wreckage of vast stone temples raised like skeletons to the sky.
They came down a broad boulevard of stone, twice as wide as the Tothian Way itself, the mightiest road Roderick had ever seen or imagined. In the middle, a terrific battle was being fought. Wizards, torturers, and mages hurled balls of fire at each other and brought lightning sizzling from black clouds that hung in the leaden sky. Warriors on foot fought a savage battle, armed with swords as black as obsidian or spouting white fire. Armor was gold and silver and white on one side, and black and red on the other.
Memnet stopped and chanted. He held out his hand, and several glass spheres circled above his palm. Each one seemed a world in itself, with storms raging within. They flared white, and a massive bolt of lightning split the sky with a deafening thunderclap. It blasted into the center of a group of enemy wizards and sent them flying.
“The dark knight,” Memnet said, turning. Sweat stood out on his forehead, and a vein throbbed in his temple. “Pasha Malik. You must face him.”
The greatest of the warriors was a man who looked eight feet tall, his armor red, his sword as tall as a man and so black that it seemed to suck the light from the air. He used it to clear opposing men from the road, hacking them to pieces and sending them flying away as wisps of light.
All of this, Roderick knew instinctively, was a representation of the will, power, and wickedness or righteousness of the combatants. Nobody here would die, but the battle would have very real consequences for control of the sword.
And Roderick understood now what had been happening when Whelan struggled for control of Soultrup. Out there in the real world, Pradmort and the other two ravagers would be pressing Roderick’s brother, while within the sword, the giant knight in red and his forces were driving back Memnet and his. Soon, the battle would be lost. Outside the sword, Whelan would die.
Roderick ran down the road toward the battle. He felt himself growing as he did. His skin shimmered, and then he was covered with brilliant silver plate mail from his helm to his sabatons. The sword had taken shape in his hands and seemed to be a thing of pure light.
The two armies parted as Roderick strode toward the red knight. Malik was taller, his sword and reach impossibly long. But Roderick was broader of shoulder and the muscles in his arms felt as large and strong as tree trunks. He brought his sword in a wide, devastating arc. The shadowy weapon of his enemy lifted to meet his.
The two weapons met in an explosion of dark and light sparks. They mingled together, seeming to pass through and overwhelm each other. The shadows raced down the blade and into Roderick’s arm and shoulder, together with a biting cold that sent ice deep into his bones. He grimaced in pain and jerked his sword free.
Malik let out a sneering laugh, thinking he had won the first engagement. He brought his own sword around for a counterattack.
But Roderick’s heart leaped when he saw that his enemy’s sword was diminished by the initial clash. The shadows weren’t as dark, and streaks of gray infiltrated the tip. The shadows bleeding off the edge dissipated the instant they left the weapon. Meanwhile Roderick’s own weapon seemed to have grown, and it flared so bright that it was impossible to stare at directly.
The two weapons met again. This time, only the shadow weapon gave off sparks, the blackness falling all around the two warriors on the road, where it formed inky pools that quickly evaporated. Roderick’s sword flared white one more time, then passed all the way through his enemy’s blade. What was left of the shadow sword dissolved in the air. Malik raged and cursed.
Roderick brought his sword around one last time, and this time, the enemy could only lift a feeble arm to block the attack. The sword of light sliced through Malik, and then the enemy was nothing but a black wisp, fleeing the battlefield with an incoherent scream.
After that, the battle was swiftly won. Memnet and his apprentices drove off the enemy wizards and torturers, and Roderick organized his surviving fighters into a wedge, which swept enemies from the road. The instant the last of Malik’s forces had fled the battlefield, the city began to rebuild itself. Stones stacked on top of stones, huge statues of unknown kings raised themselves from the sand. The clouds drifted away, and the sun shone down again, and when it did, green sprouted from the soil.
“We have done it,” Memnet said. His golden hair had turned gray in the battle, but already Roderick could see fresh, youthful hairs sprouting on his head.
Roderick bent double and clutched his knees, gasping and overcome with exhaustion. His sword dissolved, his armor vanished. He was barefoot again and dressed in a white tunic. When he caught his breath, he raised himself and looked at the wizard.
“So that’s it? We’ve won?”
“For now,” Memnet said. “But that is only the battle within. There is another fight—a more important fight—that continues in the real world of Mithyl.”
“My brother. Is he safe?”
“Not yet, and there is nothing more we can do. Only Whelan can claim the final victory.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-five
Markal reached his feet as Whelan wrenched his sword from his brother’s skull. The king let out a cry of anger and grief, and as the other three ravagers came at him on the battlements, the sword twisted and bucked in his hand, as if trying to throw itself from the castle wall.
Markal’s left hand burned with pain, having become a blackened, withered claw. Memnet’s Orb lay inside his robe next to his breast, cold and dead, its power drained. That left only Markal’s right hand, with which he could cast a single spell. And then the wizard himself would be exhausted and would need hours, if not days, before he’d be strong enough to coax out even the barest of magic. He would have to choose his last spell wisely.
The wall-walk of the battlements was narrow enough that Whelan would only have to face one ravager at a time, but there were three of the tireless undead knights, and Markal could sense magic flowing into them from the east, from the direction of Veyre and the Dark Citadel. It was as if Toth himself sat upon his stone, gathering his power and sending it into his forces.
The ravagers had stepped over Markal instead of killing him, intent on their quarry, which left the wizard behind them. He could cast his final spell and knock at least two of them over the wall. But a quick glance behind him showed shadows in the gathering darkness of twilight trying to gain the wall. Some twenty or so ravagers had survived the collapsing gate tower and were now climbing the exposed staircase inside the ruined tower. The first of them was almost to the top. If they gained the castle walls, they would pin the king, the wizard, the archers, and the Knights Temperate inside.
Of the three ravagers coming at Whelan, Markal now recognized the lead man. He was a Knight Temperate named Pradmort of Crestwell. A young man, fair skinned and with blond hair, he had joined the brotherhood to follow his two older brothers, and in the Battle of Arvada had proven himself a greater warrior than either of them, which had earned him command of a small company of knights. A few days after the battle, he and his company had vanished while hunting bands of surviving Veyrians. Now Markal knew what had become of him.
Pradmort and Whelan traded blows. As Markal watched, the king seemed to be wresting control of Soultrup, and his defense grew more vigorous with every parry and thrust. Roderick must be within the sword now, lending his strength and will to Memnet’s fight against Malik the Cruel. The confidence in Whelan’s posture improved moment by moment.
Behind the king, his knights had gained the castle walls and were pushing through the archers and signalers, but like the archers, who couldn’t get an angle at the ravagers, they would be unable to join the battle so long as the king was in front of them. It was up to Whelan to stop Pradmort and the other two enemies himself, one after another.
Events forced Markal’s hand. He turned away from the fight to the rest of the surviving ravagers. The first had gained the top of the tower and was stretching out to grab at the broken wall itself so he could scramble the rest of the way to the battlements.
Markal lifted his right hand. He forced his mind to a pinprick of focus, letting the rightness of his cause wash over him, his hatred of the dark wizard who tried to subdue and enslave the entire world, even thwarting the rule of the Brothers. Commanding both the living and the dead.
“Moenia atque en mortariu cadunt saeclum.”
It was the same spell he had cast earlier. This time, it was weaker, and at least half the force of the spell evaporated in the air like rain falling on a scorched desert plain. He didn’t have the stored magic of the orb, only his hand, and drawing the same spell so close to its first casting was bound to produce a weaker effect.
But if the spell was weaker, so was the gate tower. It had already fallen into ruins, and only one wall and the central staircase of the tower remained standing, these fatally weakened at the base. The tower swayed for a long moment and collapsed in a thundering crash of stone and dust. When the air cleared, the tower was a heap of stone. Markal searched the darkness for moving shapes, but saw none.
The unstoppable ravager force had been almost completely eliminated. Only three of the undead knights remained, but these three pressed Whelan back along the battlements. Whelan had full command of Soultrup now, but he hadn’t yet struck a killing blow that would bind Pradmort’s soul to the blade. And now they had forced him onto the roof of one of the guard towers, where all three could assault him at once with an overpowering onslaught of slashing, thrusting swords. The first of the Knights Temperate was only a few feet away, already atop the battlements. The king only needed to hold off the enemy a few more seconds and he would have help.
Markal ran toward Whelan. As he did, he hid his withered hands in his sleeves and shouted.
“The Harvester take you all!” He drew short and began to chant loudly in the old tongue.
He had no more magic left, but his bluff had the desired effect. The two ravagers at the rear turned, snarling, and made as if to come at him.
Whelan took advantage of the two enemies withdrawing their attack to leap at his remaining foe. He brought Soultrup around from his shoulder. Pradmort lifted his weapon to block the strike, but this time Soultrup seemed to bend around his defense. The sword came in between the breastplate and the gorget that protected Pradmort’s throat. It severed the man’s neck and he fell. There was no blood.
Markal wasn’t such a fool as to keep up his bluff in the face of the two remaining ravagers. He fled before they could attack him, and Whelan’s bellowed challenge made them turn again. They attacked Whelan with all the fury of a blacksmith attacking a piece of glowing metal. But this time, they found the heights of the guard tower filling with Knights Temperate, each man fresh and shouting with righteous fury. The two sides traded blows, and then one of the knights hacked one of the remaining ravagers to his knees, where Whelan finished him off with Soultrup. The remaining ravager kept attacking and wounded one man on the shoulder, forcing him to withdraw. But another knight joined the battle. And still the ravager fought on tirelessly.
The ravager’s sword broke, and he grabbed for Pradmort’s weapon, which lay at his feet. As he came up, Whelan jumped at him with a final, killing blow across the temple. A cheer went up from the walls and bailey.
The undead knights were vanquished, and the king had triumphed, but in the plains and fields of the eastern khalifates, the battle with Pasha Ismail raged on into the night.
But Whelan didn’t yet turn his attention to its conclusion. Instead, he found his brother’s dead body and knelt to cradle the man’s head. And he wept.
#
With darkness, it grew difficult for the king to move his pieces on the battlefield. Whelan sent riders and had his trumpeter sound the movement of various armies, but the flags of the signal corps were useless, and the king and his advisers had been blinded. Word came that Pasha Ismail had escaped with several thousand men after his cavalry broke a hole in the left flank of the Balsalomians that had been pinning him between the hills. The survivors fled east toward Veyre.
But as calm descended, Markal and Whelan inspected the battlefield to discover a complete victory. The ravagers had been destroyed seemingly to a man, the caravan of supplies was unscathed. Hundreds of Veyrians and Chalfeans had been taken prisoner, and perhaps four thousand more had fallen on the battlefield, together with six giants and eleven mammoths. Against that number, Whelan had lost perhaps a thousand dead and another thousand wounded. The most grievous injury was the damage done to Hoffan’s reserve cavalry that had borne the brunt of the ravager attack, but the losses were few compared to what the enemy had suffered. And the enemy was already outnumbered by the powerful combined armies. It would struggle to recover from this blow.
“It’s time,” Whelan told Markal and Hoffan when the three of them returned to the castle, where men were hard at work by torchlight clearing the broken stones and other debris so people could get in and out of the castle without climbing over all the rubble. A bonfire in front of the walls was burning the bodies of those dead ravagers who had been recovered from the ruins.
“If we’re lucky,” the king continued, “we’ll overtake Ismail before he reaches Veyre, but either way, Toth is in no position to halt our attack. In a week, we’ll have the city surrounded.”
“You’re sure it’s not a trap?” Hoffan said.
The big mountain lord sounded uncharacteristically cautious, but Markal thought that might be the aftermath of the battle itself. His shoulder was bandaged from a sword gash, and he had taken a fall from his horse and apparently been knocked temporarily senseless.
“The dark wizard smashed an army trying to get to our supplies and wrecked his ravagers trying to kill me and seize the sword.”
That was true, but there was no evidence that Toth didn’t have more ravagers at his disposal, plus the ability to raise more undead champions. That would take time, Markal hoped. Months, perhaps.
“If that is your wish, my lord,” Hoffan said, “then I propose we move out tonight. There is no reason for delay. We’ll continue east, securing the road as we go. Lord Nyle’s men are fresh, and the pasha from Ter—Jasboah—didn’t reach the battlefield until the fighting was done. They have two thousand men apiece. They can march to the Pletus River and take the fords.”
“Excellent plan,” Whelan said with a nod. “Make it happen.”
Hoffan snapped his fingers to call a messenger so he could send a dispatch. While Hoffan gave instructions, Markal and Whelan looked down at a pair of riders that came riding up toward the castle by torchlight, part of a neverending stream of messengers and returning scouts that would no doubt keep the king awake all night.
Whelan put a hand on Markal’s shoulder. “That will be Lord Denys. Can you advise him until I return?”
“Where are you going?” Markal asked, surprised.
The light from the comet reflected off Whelan’s grim expression, making him look like one of the statues of dead kings in the great hall in the Citadel in Arvada. “I’m going back to the stone circle. I want to talk to my brother.”
“Now?”
“He might have information—about the ravagers, enemy troop movements, the dark wizard himself.” Whelan dropped his eyes to his hands, then lifted them up again to meet Markal’s gaze. “But apart from that, I need to thank Roderick and tell him I’m sorry for all he suffered.”
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-six
All night long, the monster roared and bellowed in the desert outside Darik and Sofiana’s hiding place. Their camel struggled and fought against its rope until it had rubbed its flesh raw around the nose and it collapsed in heaving, shuddering exhaustion. Darik thought about cutting it loose, but whenever he ventured close, the terrified beast snapped and spit at him.
Meanwhile, the two humans huddled most of the night in fear as the fire died to embers and then ash. The sound of cracking stone and what sounded like crunching bone reached their ears at one point, followed by a horrible, metallic stench like the vapors of the earth coming out to suffocate them. At last, the sound died down, but they didn’t dare venture out.
When the gray of early dawn stained the desert horizon, they rose stiff and exhausted. The camel was spent from its struggles, and they wouldn’t be riding it anywhere, but maybe it would recover its strength if they led it out and away from this awful place.
Sofiana’s courage seemed to have failed, so Darik emerged first from their campsite against the rocks. Something had torn up the ground on the hillside below: smooth-barked gum tree and thorny bushes ripped up by the roots, boulders smashed to pieces, and gouges dug into the ground. As they followed the path of destruction, they came upon the body of a lion. Or rather, the blood-soaked half-body of a lion; it seemed to have been bitten in two. The lower half had been eaten or carried elsewhere. Vultures filled the sky overhead, soaring on spread wings, but none of them came down to pluck at the carcass.
“What could do that?” Sofiana asked, her voice a frightened whisper. She looked more than ever like a child and not the confident, almost arrogant daughter of a warrior king that she had been playing at since he met her.
Darik had an idea but didn’t want to speculate aloud until he was sure. They continued cautiously up the hillside to where they could get a better view of their surroundings, and midway up they came upon a dark and steaming hole that burrowed straight into the ground. The soil around it was freshly disturbed and charred, as if something had been slumbering in the ground and had come clawing its way out. The air carried the distinct odor of charcoal, like a blacksmith’s fire, but beyond that he also smelled something cloying and sweet, like a woman’s perfume. That was curious.
They crested the hill, and Darik caught sight of the red spire a few hundred feet away. It was a column of stone—more orange, really, than red—that rose from the desert floor to form a pinnacle some hundred feet off the ground. A spring flowed into a brackish pond and formed a small but lush oasis, ringed by palm trees.
And here they found their Kratian friends, or what remained of them: severed limbs, scattered innards buzzing with flies, and bloody robes. Dead and half-eaten camels lay everywhere, together with scattered gear and trade goods. The shifting breeze brought the heavy scent of frankincense. That was the perfumed smell he’d detected earlier; the valuable cargo of the Kratians scattered with their dead bodies. So much death, yet the vultures never came down from the sky to feast.
That was because in the middle of all the carnage lay an immense, sleeping dragon. Black, shimmering scales covered its immense length from the wicked curved horn on its nose to the tip of its tail, which had to be a hundred feet away. Its belly was distended from having devoured the Kratians and much of their camel herd. As it shifted in its sleep, he caught a glint of something shiny and metallic where its wing met its shoulder. It was the hilt of a sword buried into its flesh. Darik caught his breath.
This was the dragon Daria had battled in the skies over the mountains. She had thrown herself onto its back and plunged her sword into its flesh where the black, scaly armor was weakest. He’d heard the story from Daria’s own mouth, had been stunned by her bravery at the time, but now that he was staring at the monster itself, the story was doubly heroic.
The dragon must have come down to the desert to heal from its wounds. There it had dug a lair in the dry hillside and buried itself. Perhaps it had been emerging already, or maybe the Kratian caravan had roused it, but either way it had clawed itself free, frightened away the lions, and then mauled Abudallah and his companions. After a long night of gorging itself on its victims, Darik hoped it would be too lethargic to give chase, but he didn’t intend to wake it and find out.
He turned to see Sofiana staring with her eyes wide and her mouth ajar. He gestured with his head, and the two of them returned swiftly and quietly to their hideout. They untied the exhausted camel and led it in the opposite direction from the oasis and the dragon.
It was an hour before either of them dared speak. After Darik asked Sofiana if she was all right, the girl nodded and cleared her throat.
“Was that the dragon your bird girl fought?”
“Yes. The same one.”
“In that case, I’m sorry for the bad things I said about her. I can see why you would love her. She must be fearless and powerful.”
“Thank you for that,” Darik said, thinking that perhaps Sofiana was maturing after all. “Daria is both of those things.”
“The thing I don’t understand is what she could possibly find interesting about you.”
#
Chantmer and Roghan sat on pillows in the middle of the throne room, with Daniel and Marialla opposite them. Nobody sat on the sultan’s throne. There were no other people in the room, not even guards. Chantmer had a few in the palace, but hadn’t yet consolidated his power and needed to keep the ones he trusted at the gates. If the dead sultan’s sons wanted to send someone to murder him, Chantmer thought, now would be the perfect moment. The usurpers of Marrabat were all in this room.
And the wizard hoped they would make an attempt. Let assassins come by the dozens; Chantmer would crush them all and eliminate future threats. Burning a few enemies alive would show that he had regained his power.
“Be clear in your offer, wizard,” Daniel said, his tone hard. “Is it to rule this city, or is it to be a puppet on the throne?”
Like Chantmer, the former high king of Eriscoba had regained much of his strength. Gone was the sickly, dying king tormented by the wight of his dead wife, Serena. He now looked and acted like his brothers: Whelan, Ethan, Roderick. Tall and strong, with a piercing gaze and a commanding voice. A king people would follow. Yet in Marrabat, he would be a barbarian king, which none of these people in the south would care for. That was why Chantmer also needed Princess Marialla. 
“You will not be ruler of Marrabat in name,” Chantmer said. “That will be Princess Marialla—excuse me, Sultana Marialla. But as her consort, you will take command of the armies of the city and its lands. Mufashe commanded thirty thousand men. A massive force lurked down here prepared to invade the khalifates, perhaps to join the dark wizard. Who knows what the sultan intended? But now they will be held in your hand, to send to Veyre in support of your brother. With thirty thousand more men, King Whelan will surely win the war.” 
“So Marialla and I would marry?” Daniel cast a sympathetic glance at the princess, who had taken all this in through narrowed eyes.
“Yes,” Chantmer said.
“A political expediency,” Roghan said. The mage rubbed at a recent tattoo on his forearm. “Your mages can put down dissent, but you will greatly help us if you rule with a light touch. And if the princess uses her charm and cunning to rule the palace while you rule the city and its lands.”
“A light touch won’t be a problem—I was never an oppressive monarch like my father,” Daniel said. “But is this fair to the princess? To be maneuvered about like a piece on an al-shatranj board?”
“Do you think I wanted to marry that ugly toad?” Marialla said. “To be his fifth wife or his twentieth concubine? If I would do that for my sister, for Balsalom, then why wouldn’t I marry you? Because you’re a barbarian?” She let out a little laugh. “As if that matters to me. By the Brothers, surely you’ll be better than Mufashe, won’t you?” She nodded. “Of course I’ll accept the wizard’s offer if it will put me on the throne of Marrabat.”
“You wouldn’t have to marry me,” Daniel said. “I would still lead your armies as your general.”
“You know little about the sultanates, my friend,” she said. “They are proud people, with many traditions. These wizards can never lead the city—that would never be allowed—and a foreign pasha will never be allowed to lead their armies. Fortunately, the word foreigner is rather loosely defined in these parts. And the husband of the sultana would be considered a Marrabatti.” 
Chantmer smiled at her cunning assessment of the political situation, which was completely accurate. He would need to keep an eye on this one—she was nobody’s figurehead.
“Well,” Daniel said, his brow furrowing. He was no fool, either, but the restrictive rules of the brotherhood would be weighing heavily on his mind. All that nonsense about right behavior. “I would be warring in the east, and I wouldn’t try to force myself into your bed. I would be your husband in name only.”
Marialla laughed again, a high, charming sound. She rested a hand on Daniel’s wrist, her russet skin contrasting with his paler color. “What chivalrous nonsense. Of course you will come to my bed. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Unless . . . ” Her expression darkened. “You don’t share Mufashe’s obscene tastes, do you?”
“Of course not.” Daniel sounded horrified.
“Good. My sister seems to be fond of her barbarian husband. I don’t see why I shouldn’t enjoy my own. You are more than sufficiently handsome, and I’m the most beautiful woman in Marrabat, or so they say.” She said this with enough irony in her tone that it came across as playful and not boasting. “So long as you do not seek to oppress or dominate me, then we will come to an understanding. Both inside the marriage chamber and without.”
Daniel blushed, but at the same time, his eyebrow raised. “Perhaps some additional courting is in order before we take that step, but I am open to the possibility.”
“Court away, but do not be too long at it. I suspect you’ll be on the road with your armies soon, a warrior king like your brother, and I intend to see you off as is befitting a wife to her husband.”
“Fine, fine,” Chantmer said, impatient with their sexual banter. What animal lusts these people suffered, that they could think of such things at a time like this, when so many great and epic wheels had been set in motion. “Then it is settled. Roghan, when can it be done?”
The mage chewed at his lower lip. “We’ll need a day or two to seek out and cleanse the palace of enemies. Another day or two to spread the word in Marrabat, then we’ll marry them quickly and publicly. After that, there will be a good deal of maneuvering to bring our forces to bear.”
There was a slight emphasis in how he said maneuvering. Chantmer thought back to their conversation upon his arrival in Marrabat. Roghan had proposed that wizards take power, as they were the true masters of Mithyl, with the ability to see across centuries. They would be the rulers and the stewards of the world, and would take their rightful place at its head. For now, they would need these sultans, kings, and khalifs, but the time would come to sweep away all pretense. 
“For now, the two of you should retreat to your chambers,” Chantmer told Marialla and Daniel. “Set an armed guard and let nobody enter unless it is either myself or one of Roghan’s mages. I cannot protect you personally—I have too much to do.”
“It would be safer still for us to share a single chamber,” the princess said. “The mages can concentrate their protective spells on a smaller space.”
“We’re not married yet,” Daniel said. “People will talk.”
“I surely hope so.” Marialla rose and tugged on his hand. “Come, let’s do some of this courting you proposed. I know several techniques I’d be happy to teach you.” 
Daniel, so strong-willed and powerful, seemed helpless to resist Marialla Saffa as she led him from the room. Two of Roghan’s mages met them at the doors and escorted them back toward the Balsalomian apartments.
Roghan watched them go with an amused expression. When he turned back around, Chantmer met his gaze with a scowl.
“It’s harmless,” Roghan said. “And to those of us for whom such pleasures are denied, it warms the heart to witness others take their enjoyment from life.”
Chantmer grunted at this, not gaining any such enjoyment himself. “Well,” he said at last, rising to his feet. “Best they purge it from their systems while we prepare the way for Marialla’s ascension to the throne. After the wedding, there will be no time for it.”
“Will they survive the war, do you think?” Roghan asked.
Chantmer gave an indifferent shrug. “I wouldn’t place a wager either way.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-seven
King Toth ordered fifty prisoners dragged to the heights of the Dark Citadel. They were a collection of bruised and battered refugees from a ship that had set out from the harbor of Veyre, trying to escape the combined armies of Balsalom and the Free Kingdoms before they tightened their siege. Traitors and defeatists. Their captain had confessed under torture that he had taken two hundred dinarii a head to transport them to the Nisour Isles where they intended to wait out the war.
Toth had already tortured some of them to feed his growing power, but the survivors—men, women, children—now clung to each other as a chill, briny mist blew off the bay. A heavy squall was coming ashore, and the wind drove towering waves that rolled in from the sea to slam against the seawall. The wind tossed Toth’s ships in the harbor as if they were a child’s playthings. Some of the sea’s nervous, restless energy had come from the dark wizard’s own rage.
Last night, when he’d sat upon the throne, sending his magic west to aid his ravagers, he had sensed complete victory. Roderick and his men had gained the castle walls. His ravagers only needed to put down Whelan, steal Soultrup, and then battle back toward Pasha Ismail’s force. With the loss of their king, the enemy forces would fall back in confusion and disarray, allowing Ismail’s army to escape.
Instead, Markal, that cunning worm, had crushed the ravagers beneath the rubble of the collapsing gate towers. Toth had not known his enemy was with the king, having received word from the wights that Markal was passing through the Desolation on his way to Marrabat. Otherwise, he would have ordered the ravagers to kill him too.
Toth paced up and down the stone walkway that encircled the uppermost platform of the Dark Citadel. As he walked, he stared back at the prisoners through smoldering eyes. They cringed and wailed whenever he fixed them with his gaze, and he drew strength from their terror. He had almost enough to finish the business he’d begun far to the west, but not quite, not yet. And time was growing short. With Whelan marching on Veyre, he could no longer afford patience.
“Please, my lord,” a woman begged. “We were only trying to save our children. We meant no harm to the war.”
The woman clutched a boy of ten or eleven, who clung to her waist with his face buried in her robes. Toth put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, and the child trembled.
“This one,” he said to his guards.
The woman wailed as the guards tore the child away from her. They pitched his flailing, screaming body over the edge of the tower. He fell two hundred feet and landed with a thud against the flagstones below. A surge of power flowed into Toth’s body, and he opened his mouth in a sigh at the pleasure of it. More power came from the screaming prisoners, their terror like wine on his lips, intoxicating and warming.
King Toth could not remember the time before he had become the dark wizard, and in truth, he was so much more than one person, he was the amalgamation of all of the wizards and warriors that had housed his soul throughout the ages, most recently Cragyn of the Order of the Wounded Hand, whose dabbling in necromancy had awakened Toth once again. He could feel their voices arguing within, vying for control of his body. But if he couldn’t remember what he had been, he knew what he must become: a god. The equal and even master of the Brothers, the one to find and defeat the Harvester himself.
He found his next victim. It was a young man, with a long, sorrowful expression. He was holding hands with a young woman with deep, brown eyes, a look of such pain in her expression that Toth could see that she had already suffered great loss. He could instinctively tell that she had lost a child or parent, and that the young man was her brother, and her only surviving family.
“This man is next,” he told the guards.
They seized the young man and dragged him from his sister, who begged and pleaded, offering the dark wizard anything he wished if he would only spare her brother. Toth was pitiless. The young man’s body soon lay broken and dead on the flagstones next to the child.
More power surged through Toth’s body. So close.
“I do this not out of cruelty,” he told the people when the screams had died into whimpers, “but out of love for my people. I will have the power to defeat death itself. There will be no disease, no famine, no bloodshed. The Harvester will be banished from the land, and all shall live forever. But first, I must defeat these enemies from the west. You and each of you must lend me what strength you are able. It is a terrible sacrifice, but I have no choice.”
He must have more power!
Whelan frightened him, as did the wizard Markal and his allies. Even Chantmer the Tall, who had turned against his order, was out there vying for power, not so much an enemy as a potential rival. Given time, Toth might have come to some understanding with the tall, arrogant wizard. But he had no time left. The khalifa of Balsalom, Kallia Saffa, carried his offspring, and though he had done his best to quicken its arrival and bring him a younger, stronger vessel, that would take more time still.
Then he had raised a mighty dragon in the mountains, only to see the griffin riders wound it and drive it into the desert. The dragon was now awakening, but could it both defeat the griffins and devastate Whelan’s army at the same time? Perhaps. But maybe not.
“I need more,” he said.
“My lord?” one of the guards asked.
“More pain. More suffering. I must have it all if I am to accomplish this terrible task.” He pointed. “Take that woman. And the old man with her. The baby there.”
More bodies pitched over the edge, one by one. The pain of the dying mingled with the terror of the diminishing number of survivors to fill him with power. He was wasting much of what they could give him—they could surrender so much more if brought into the throne room to slowly roast alive—but he needed power, and he needed it now.
As the pain of his victims surged into him, the Dark Citadel served the purpose for which it had been constructed. It focused his power and his reach, and he could feel across the Tothian Way. His gaze crossed the city gates, flew west over the remnant army of Pasha Ismail, trying to reach the safety of Veyre. He could have strengthened the weary men and horses to keep them out of Whelan’s grasp, but he couldn’t waste his precious strength.
His reach extended to Chalfea, Saltopolis, Effina, Kyf, Starnod, Ter, Balsalom. And then west, into the Desolation of Toth itself. Here lay the scene of Toth’s greatest victories—the murder of Memnet the Great and the destruction of Aristonia—but also the site of his most bitter defeats.
He could feel the blasted land all around him now, the ruins and the soil, once so fertile, but now dead and poisoned. He heard the voices of thousands upon thousands of wights, those lost souls who had been mindlessly wandering the desolation for four hundred years.
That remaining part of his consciousness that stood atop the Dark Citadel could hear the screams as his guards hurled one person after another to their deaths. Power flowed into him, greater and greater, so intoxicating that it made him swoon. The last of the fifty prisoners fell to his death, and the air was quiet except for the howling wind and the thunder of the waves crashing into the seawall.
Now. They have given me everything. It is time.
Atop the Dark Citadel, King Toth lifted his hands. “Suscitum mortuos. Educ illos iterum.” —Raise the dead. Bring them forth again. 
The magic that had flowed into him these past minutes and weeks now gushed out like a spout of blood from a severed artery. It raced west to where his will lingered. And there his magic fell over that blasted, blighted land, where so many mindless spirits wandered in confusion.
And across the dead, ruined kingdom of Aristonia, a vast army of wights began to move as one. Men, horses, giants, mammoths—the dead of that land turned as one toward the eastern boundary of the Desolation of Toth. All of them marching to obey the command of the dark wizard.
-end-
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